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This comprehensive monograph – the first devoted to the work of Slavs and  
Tatars – attempts to represent the entire scope of the collective’s broad-ranging 
and multifaceted work. Since the group’s founding in 2006, they have developed 
a distinctive practice that spans historical and cultural enquiry, academic research, 
experimental writing, lectures and performance, sculptures, installations, graphic 
design, and publications.

Slavs and Tatars define themselves as a ‘faction of polemics and intimacies 
devoted to an area east of the former Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall known 
as Eurasia’. To date, the collective has created seven work cycles that unearth  
the culture, religion, and history of this broad geographical region. Their manifold 
practices bear a productive tension between definition and diffusion, simplifica-
tion and convolution, specific expertise and transregional knowledge, peripheries 
of thought and ideologies, and the modes of religious, scholarly, and artistic inquiry 
where these are defined, located, and displaced.

Anachronists who collapse the contemporary and the historical, Slavs and Tatars 
are also syncretists through and through, linking seemingly disparate themes, 
religious and political histories, and cultural matter with effervescent styles of 
narration, documentation and display, drawing parallels, making jokes, crafting 
slogans and building amalgams. They do so not in order to collapse differences 
into a monad but to reveal the complexity and universal multifariousness that lies 
above and below received wisdom.

Despite their specifically-defined geographical remit, and commitment to 
this particular region, in some ways ‘Eurasia’ (the continental span that includes 
Asia, the Middle East, and Europe) is a foil: allowing viewers and audiences  
to consider their own relationships to more general questions of belonging, for-
eignness, citizenry, and to the multiple subjectivities that dwell, rightfully yet 
often with conflict, within any single place. This characteristic attention and care, 
deployed with humour, is tied to the collective’s transregional perspective: their 
understanding that any single place or person is in fact made up of many, and 
that the specific bleeds into the general. If the region of Eurasia is a deliberately 
broad net to cast, then without any instrumentalization, Slavs and Tatars find, 
accumulate, and re-present bodies of knowledge and material histories that  
can seem (to some) minute, niche, and arcane. This characteristic straddling of 
materiality and ideology, history and belief, the particular and the absolute, is a 
friction that has been preserved within this book. 

Each chapter of this volume is devoted to a specific work cycle, with an  
editorial introduction in which the complexity of Slavs and Tatars’ source knowl-
edge is tied to ideas of faith, secularism, and expatriation. As well as images of 
works and exhibitions devoted to each cycle, the monograph gathers excerpts 

Foreword from their books, transcripts of their lecture-performances, as well as stories  
and commentary surrounding the research and origin for specific works. The 
publication intends to present an accessible overview to Slavs and Tatars’ many 
projects while preserving the characteristic complexity and richness of their prac-
tice, and is intended to inform as well as to provide a territory in which to get lost. 

In her essay for this volume, Sussan Babaie places Slavs and Tatars’ work in 
relationship to Homi K. Bhabha’s notion of the ‘beyond’, or the interstitial horizon 
that Bhabha defines as ‘exploratory, restless movement’. A historian of the arts  
of the Middle East and Islam, Babaie reads Slavs and Tatars’ works vis-à-vis forms 
of looking, and sites and practices of religious devotion and pilgrimage such as 
Islamic shrines, tying the group’s works to conflicts of religious and textual inter-
pretation both within and outside of Islam. Uniting regional expertise with her 
first-hand experience of Slavs and Tatars’ works as well as on-site research, Babaie 
looks to themes of transregionalism, syncretism, and ‘anti-modern’ thinking from 
the perspective of a historian in order to demonstrate how Slavs and Tatars’ art 
uniquely represents a form of research in a strong sense, one which has informed 
her way of looking and reading.

In his contribution to this volume, art theorist David Joselit looks at Slavs and 
Tatars’ practices of accumulation, asynchrony, research, re-organization and 
re-presentation. In his essay ‘On Aggregators’ (which was first published in a 2013 
issue of the journal October), and in a new postscript to that essay, Joselit attempts 
to develop a historical framework in which to view contemporary art. Joselit  
views Slavs and Tatars’ work in relationship to the logic of ‘aggregation’, a con-
temporary technology wherein multiplicity can arrive at a single place, and through 
which globalization, collectivization, accumulation, asynchrony, and commonality 
are activated simultaneously. In recent years, contemporary art websites and 
mailing lists that aggregate art-related information or views of art exhibitions, 
such as e-flux and Contemporary Art Daily, have emerged in tandem with shifts 
in art viewership from exhibition settings to smartphones and computer screens. 
Joselit constructs a succinct taxonomy of conceptual practices to demonstrate 
how Slavs and Tatars are exemplary of a new development – the aggregate –  
that stands at the center of technologies of art historical, information, and  
knowledge production.

Jörg Heiser’s essay examines Slavs and Tatars’ later series Pickle Politics, which 
considers the relationship between populism in politics and the cultural practices 
of pickling and fermentation. Seeing Slavs and Tatars’ works as examples of  
‘inductive’ reasoning and non-binary thinking, Heiser argues that ‘fermentation’ 
is a key hermeneutic and procedural aspect to Slavs and Tatars’ many modes of 
visual, cultural, and historical inquiry. In his reading, Heiser contrasts Slavs and 
Tatars’ examination of lowbrow popular culture and folk wisdom with the broader 
instrumentalization of popular culture within contemporary politics and the  
conspiracy theories – on the left and the right – that are increasingly widespread 
in today’s media and political environment.

The monograph was made in close collaboration with the artists but is dis-
tinct from the collective’s own publications in that it attempts to open up their 
practice to the outside view of retrospectivization, including the collective’s 
mid-career Mouth to Mouth survey commissioned by  the Ujazdowski Castle 
Centre for Contemporary Art in Warsaw before traveling to the Pejman Foundation 
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in Tehran, SALT Galata in Istanbul, the Contemporary Art Centre in Vilnius, and 
the Museum of Contemporary Art in Belgrade. This book follows the completion 
of seven work cycles over a decade of work, and more recently a string of exhibi-
tions in eastern Europe and the Middle East. While Slavs and Tatars have exhibited 
widely throughout North America and western Europe, the book traces a journey 
outwards and inwards, one that spirals home to their Eurasian remit in Poland, 
Turkey, and Iran among others.

Within the volatile political and ideological climate in which this volume  
was assembled, Slavs and Tatars’ works feel all the more urgent today. This book 
attempts to present their works generously and accessibly, though in their  
original spirit that manages to be both playful and serious. This book represents 
a looking back at over a decade of work, but is also a step forward and outward –  
in line with the group’s intention to leverage research interests elsewhere, not 
only within the structures afforded by contemporary art but within the academy 
or on the street. Molla Nasreddin, the populist philosopher and wise man,  
adopted by Slavs and Tatars, still stands, with his sage wisdom that every looking 
back is a step forward, too.

Slavs, 2006
Screenprint on paper, 116 × 82 cm 
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The cycle Régions d’être spans the unwieldy geographical remit of 
Slavs and Tatars – the region of eurasia – while also serving as a  
prequel to the collective’s practice. it is a chapter zero in the group’s 
work: not so much its ‘reason’ for being but the matrix of ‘regionalism’ 
through which the collective defines itself. Régions d’etre is their  
term for an area that falls between the cracks of history and general 
knowledge: largely Muslim but not the Middle east, largely Russian- 
speaking but not only Russia. yet rather than representing a specific 
history, set of values, or culture, this ‘region of being’ is as much  
an imagined, poetic geography as it is a real, political, and historical 
geopolitics.

RégioNS D’ÊTRe

Molla Nasreddin the antimodern, 2012
Fibreglass, lacquer paint, steel, 180 × 180 × 80 cm 
installation view at yinchuan Biennale, 2016

Slavs and Tatars began as a reading group. The transregional and  
anti-modern scope of the collective’s research, exhibition, and pub-
lication work is exemplified by the figure of Molla Nasreddin, a Sufi 
wise man and fool found in folk traditions from the Balkans to china.  
A historical personage turned mythic receptacle of wisdom, Nasreddin 
was the source of folk tales, jokes, and humorous stories quoted fre-
quently even now in the daily life of persian, Albanian, Armenian, urdu, 
Kurdish, Serbian, Romanian, and other cultures. Molla Nasreddin rides 
backwards on his horse: as such, the figure has become Slavs and Tatars’ 
model for looking at the future by excavating the past, as well as ac-
tivating rich traditions of wise foolishness. True to the collective’s  
attention to material histories such as publications, ‘Molla Nasredddin’ 
was also the title of a satirical weekly newspaper published in Tbilisi 
from 1906 to 1917, Tabriz in 1921, and Baku from 1922 to 1931. in 2011, 
the artists translated the weekly, which was once read throughout the 
Muslim world.
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Molla Nasreddin 
Book, 2011

we first came across Molla Nasreddin several years 
ago on a cold winter day in a second-hand bookstore 
near Maiden Tower in Baku. it was bibliophilia at first 
sight. its size and weight, not to mention print quality 
and bright colour, stood out suspiciously amongst the 
more meek and dusty variations of Soviet brown in 
old man elman’s place. we stared at Molla Nasreddin 
and it, like an improbable beauty, winked back at us. 

published between 1906 and 1930, Molla Nasreddin 
was a satirical Azeri periodical edited by Jalil Mam-
madguluzadeh (1866–1932), and named after the 
legendary Sufi wise man-cum-fool of the Middle  
Ages. with an acerbic sense of humour and compel-
ling, realist illustrations reminiscent of a caucasian 
honoré Daumier or Toulouse-Lautrec, Molla Nasreddin 
attacked the hypocrisy of the Muslim clergy, the colo-
nial policies of the uS and european nations towards 
the rest of the world, and the venal corruption of the 
local elite while arguing repeatedly and convincingly 
for westernization, educational reform, and equal 
rights for women. The magazine was an instant suc-
cess – selling half of the initial print run of 1,000 on 
the first day – and within months it would reach a 
record-breaking circulation of approximately 5,000 
on its way to becoming the most influential and per-
haps first publication of its kind to be read across the 
Muslim world, from Morocco to india. 

Molla Nasreddin managed to do in a pre-capitalist 
world what today’s media titans, in an uncertain, 
post-capitalist, and post-factual world, can only 
dream of: speak to the intelligentsia as well as the 
masses. Roughly half of each eight-page issue fea-
tured illustrations, making the weekly accessible to 
large portions of the population who were illiterate. 
perhaps more importantly, the decision to publish in 
Azeri Turkish and not Russian as was protocol proved 
to be a coup, increasing the reach of the magazine 
beyond the urban contexts of the Russian empire 
(Tbilisi, Baku) into smaller towns and provinces across 
the region. 

Molla Nasreddin (JRp|Ringier, 2011)
offset print, 28 × 24 cm, 208 pages, colour throughout, glue and stitched 
binding, gloss-laminated and black foil-embossed soft cover

of the recurring themes in Molla Nasreddin, two in 
particular set the weekly apart from many early  
twentieth-century satirical publications: the advo-
cation of women’s rights and the Azeri elite’s snob-
bery vis-à-vis its own culture. women’s rights often 
act as a prism through which most other issues are 
addressed. Several illustrations stress the need for 
women’s education and point to Armenian literacy 
and modern educational system as an example to 
follow, a particularly potent counterpoint given the 
historic enmity between the Azeris and Armenians, 
who represented the most visible christian popu-
lation. Much like the advocation of women’s rights, 
the use of Armenian examples allows the weekly  
to further criticize the hypocrisy and fanaticism of 
Muslim clerics and the traditional machismo of  
caucasian societies.

in its fight for equal rights for women, Molla 
Nasreddin rails against the oppressive effects of  
polygamy, pokes fun at parents’ preference for a son 
over a daughter, and exposes the double standard of 
Azeri men towards Azeri women. Azeri Muslims who 
insist on piety for their female counterparts have no 
issue frolicking with european women when traveling. 

one cover illustration even depicts men drafting  
a letter to the local governor asking for a public  
brothel. Molla Nasreddin’s proto-feminism takes 
place against a rather unexpected backdrop of simi-
lar initiatives in Azerbaijan and the greater region. 
Along with crimean Tatar ismail gasprinsky (1851–
1914) and his journal Tercüman, Mammadguluzadeh 
and Molla Nasreddin were key figures in the Jadid 
(meaning ‘new’ in Arabic) movement: Muslim reform-
ers in late nineteenth century Russia whose progres-
sive educational reforms ranged from the tactical 
(introduction of benches, desks, maps into class-
rooms) to more strategic (opening of girls’ schools, 
new textbooks). These reforms culminated in the  
brief but euphoric period of Azerbaijan’s short spell 
of independence as the Azerbaijan Democratic  
Republic in 1918–1920, when suffrage was extended 
to women for the first time in any Muslim nation.  
To this day, Azeris take pride in granting women the 
right of vote well before such countries as the uS 
(1920) or uK (1928).

excerpt from the publication
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Nations, 2007
Screenprint on paper, 124 × 88 cm (each)



1716 RégioNS D’ÊTRe

we do not spend time. in our Dictionary of Forced Synonyms, 
under ‘duration’ there is no dollar sign, only duress. Time is not 
money because there always was plenty of the former but 
never much of the latter. For half a century, the two did not 
even occupy the same latitude. Now, money is so bountiful for 
some that entire longitudes talk of trading places, while for 
others time resists late capitalism’s hat-trick of progress. we do 
not measure time with colleagues, friends, or family in barter- 
like terms of dinner, a coffee, or a drink. we might stop by your 
home not for half an hour but for half a month, not leave the 
house, not do much of significance, in the sense of being pro-
ductive, but simply be present and pass the time with you.

when the Muslim world is defined or im-
agined today by the west or by Muslims 
themselves, an old cold war moniker – 
MeNASA – is used, which includes countries 
from North Africa to South Asia but strange-
ly skips a heartbeat over the former Soviet 
sphere. This begs the question: what of the 
caucasus and central Asia? what of Bukhara, 
the fourth holiest city in islam, after Mecca, 
Medina and Jerusalem, whose nickname 
Bukhara ye Sharif (Noble Bukhara) lingers 
on many lips? what of Baku and its legend-
ary caspian waves of flames, the source of 
half the world’s oil until world war ii? 

envied for its infamous trade routes, 
squeezed between empires, and battered 
by the major ideologies of the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries, the caucasus and 
central Asia offer a rare and urgent celebra-
tion of complexity and pluralism in a world 
increasingly seduced by the conventional 
and the orthodox. The linguistic and ethnic 
density of the caucasus – with more than 
50 ethnic groups and 300 languages arising 
from three unique language families, not  
to mention a smattering of indo-european 
ones – prompted tenth-century Arab geog-
rapher Al-Masudi to dub the region Jabal 
al-alsun (the Mountain of Tongues). central 
Asia’s historic position as the eastern frontier 
of islam and its proximity to hindu, Buddhist, 
and shamanistic religions provides a par-
ticularly syncretistic approach to the faith, 
one that sees islam indigenized and ritual-
ized away from the often destructive doc-
trinal discussions. 

central Asia or Mawara al-Nahr – Arabic 
for the ‘what lies beyond the river’ – has 
played a central role in islamic history. it was 
the Renaissance home to Muhammad ibn 
Mūsā al-Khwārizmī, the founder of algebra; 
Abū Rayḥān Al-Bīrūnī, the astrologer who 
discovered that the earth revolves around 
the sun; ibn Sīnā, the polymath whose Canon 

Marker

of Medicine was the standard text in europe 
and the islamic world until the eighteenth 
century; and Babur, the founder of the 
Mughal empire. As is the case for central Asia 
and the caucasus, the focus on this region is 
of particular relevance for the gulf: the notion 
of the nation state and national narratives is 
an eminently recent one. All three regions 
also demonstrate a complex rapport with 
modernity, whether it has been through the 
prism of communism or that of political islam.

in 2014, Art Dubai invited Slavs and Tatars 
to curate the Marker section, which focuses 
on a region outside of the Middle east every 
year; in this particular year, it was the cau-
casus and central Asia. we chose to do so 
through a regime of portraiture, with faces, 
places, and traces from mid-twentieth- 
century painting to contemporary drawings 
and sculptures. portraiture calls for an imme-
diate, if unassuming, discursive introduction 
through physiognomy, rituals, or geography. 
Across both western art history and the  
islamic tradition, representation is a fraught 
phenomenon: we turn to it to organize the 
world while struggling against precisely this 
problematic organization. 

organizations hailing from the North 
caucasus to Kyrgyzstan were invited to  
participate in a eurasian version of a salon 
or chaikhaneh, which invited viewers to  
engage with the portraits both as artefacts, 
a scenography, and as works in and of them-
selves. The different nature of the spaces 
attested to an elaborate ecosystem, includ-
ing a national museum, an artist-run plat-
form, and an online archive. each tells a 
different story of identity, faith, nationhood, 
or language – and how these are interiorized, 
masqueraded, ritualized, and ultimately 
stretched to supersede today’s brittle  
identity politics as to what it means to be a 
Muslim, christian, or Jew, or rather an Abkhaz, 
uzbek, or Armenian.

A Thirteenth Month  
Against Time

Love Me, Love Me Not (various), 2014
Reverse mirror painting, acrylic, aluminium frame, 85 × 60 cm (each)  
installation view at onestar press, paris

A Thirteenth Month Against Time, 2008, mimeograph print, offset 
print, 28 × 21 cm, 32 pages, hand-pasted colour stickers on paper- 
stitched binding, in black case with white foil print

Love Me, Love Me Not: Changed Names (onestar press, 
2010), offset printing, 22.5 × 14 cm, 150 pages, black and 
white throughout, glue binding, gloss laminated soft cover

To amend a calendar is a positivist putsch against our otherwise 
central Asian prose of defeatism. if time is by its nature im-
perfect, then perhaps embracing the flaws of the most accurate 
calendar in use today – the iranian calendar – makes it that 
much easier to swallow. 

in use in iran and Afghanistan only, the iranian calendar is 
considered more accurate than the gregorian calendar used 
predominantly around the world because it does not need leap 
years. By beginning each year on the vernal equinox exactly  
as determined by astronomical observation from Tehran and 
Kabul, the calendar accurately defines the length of the year 
but is refreshingly less prescriptive in the definition of a particu-
lar day. if calendars are the Achilles heel of perfectionists – as 
in what brings them down, what devastates them – let us risk 
playing the idiot (that is, history) to science. 

incredibly, one has to go back more than 1,000 years in the 
region to find a time when revisions were needed to accommo-
date seasonal drift. Before the present iranian calendar and 
before its predecessor – the Jalali calendar, drafted in part by 
omar Khayyam in 1079 – a thirteenth month was seen as one 
solution. we have resurrected the extra month of 32 days not 
to accommodate seasonal drift but rather to counter a certain 
lexical drift, away from the reductive fists of professionalism 
where it implies a financial bonus at the end of the year and 
towards a celebration of the complexity inherent in any attempt 
to spend time.

excerpt from the publication

A selection of 150 cities within Slavs and Tatars’ Eurasian remit, 
Love Me, Love Me Not: Changed Names plucks the petals off 
the past to reveal an impossibly thorny stem: a lineage of names 
changed by the course of the region’s gruelling history. Some 
cities divulge a resolutely Asian or Muslim heritage, so often 
forgotten in some citizens’ quests, at all costs, for a European, 
Christian identity. Others vacillate almost painfully, and still 
others with numbing repetition: entire metropolises caught 
like children in the spiteful back and forth of a custody battle. 
Love Me, Love Me Not celebrates the multilingual, carni-
valesque complexity readily eclipsed today by nationalist 
struggles for simplicity and permanence. If, from the foggy 
perch of the early twenty-first century, we tend to see cities 
like living organisms that are born, grow, and even die, why 
should their names be any different?

On the occasion of Marker, Slavs and Tatars 
invited Armen Eloyan, Taus Makhacheva, astral 
nomads, Sophia Tabatadze, and Reza Hazare to 
publish artist books with onestar press. 
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we have always had an aesthetic weakness for the 
merciless and brutal banality of bureaucracy. Little 
did we know that such partiality would extend to the 
bureaucrats themselves. Drafting Defeat features  
reproductions of tenth-century maps by Al-istakhri 
(aka ibn Khordadbeh or Al Farsi) found in a 1933  
Soviet edition of Naser Khosrow’s Safarnameh, or Book 
of Travels. Both istakhri and Khosrow were persian 
bureaucrats whose legacy was a paper trail of the very 
antithesis of administration: a regime of curiosity that 
attempted to describe and map out the Middle east 
as a coherent geographic and cultural region. Khosrow, 
an eleventh-century persian poet and philosopher, 
had led an uneventful life as a tax collector in pres-
ent-day Turkmenistan when one night a voice in his 
sleep told him to leave behind his life of worldly pleas-
ures. Khosrow dropped his avowed weakness for the 
medieval Merlot and immediately began to plan a 
seven-year trip through the caucasus and across  
the caspian to the holy cities of Medina and Mecca. 
Khosrow was, to some extent, the millenary Muslim 
equivalent of a twenty-first-century born-again 
christian. except where the former asked questions, 
the latter offers only solutions. where the former 
travelled extensively, the other is unlikely to have a 

passport. 
Academia, the publisher of Safarnameh, was itself an 
unorthodox outfit in the Soviet landscape of the early 
twentieth century with a reputation for smart, unex-
pected titles in relatively limited runs. These maps 
were drafted during a period when islamic geography 
had rekindled an interest in Roman and greek schol-
arship abandoned by the christian west. early 
draughtsmen including istakhri contributed to An At-
las of Islam, with a visible bias for the Farsi-speaking 
peoples in the Middle east, where a boundless taste 
for geometric shapes and symmetry today belongs 
more to the world of fantasy than fact. Later cartog-
r a p h e r s  s u c h  a s  a l - 
idrisi went on to craft intricate maps on improbably 
luxurious materials (e.g. a 400-pound tablet of silver) 
with even more improbable names (such as The Gar-
dens of Humanity and the Amusement of the Soul) 
that would remain in use for centuries to follow.

excerpt from the publication

In 2009, Slavs and Tatars organized a day trip to 
Bohoniki and Kruszyniany, two Tatar villages in 
Poland, located near the Byelorussian border, 
which offer a cosmopolitan understanding of  
Polish identity and an ideal model of progressive 
Islam via the creolized vernacular architecture of 
the wooden mosques and the liberal relationship 

between men and women. In the Wola district of 
Warsaw, a billboard inviting people to ‘Go East’ 
featured Charles Bronson, né Karol Buczynski, of 
Once Upon a Time in the West fame, whose cheek-
bones and eyes were often mistaken for Mexican 
or Native American but were in fact Lipka Tatars.

RégioNS D’ÊTRe

Drafting Defeat: 10th Century Roadmaps & 21st Century 
Disasters, 2007, offset print, 31 × 22 cm, 14 pages, black and 
white throughout, stapled binding, colour fold-out cover 

Nous Sommes Les Antimodernes, 2005,  
velvet screenprint on T-shirt, Uniqlo commission 
for Colette, Paris

Drafting DefeatLes Antimodernes

in Les Antimodernes, his study of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century French liter-
ary figures, Antoine compagnon takes a 
contrarian approach to defining what makes 
a modernist. instead of our highly processed 
diet of futurist heroes (think F.T. Marinetti or 
Vladimir Mayakovsky), who believed that 
science, speed, and industry would deliver 
us from our evil, backward ways, com-
pagnon offers a refreshing dose of the rear-
guard. The true modernist, he claims, has a 
conflicted relationship with the passing of 
the pre-modern era: he or she moves towards 
the future but keeps a watchful eye on the 
past. examples include Joseph de Maistre, 
the counter-enlightenment philosopher 
who argued to reinstate the monarchy in the 
years following the French revolution; 
charles péguy, a poet and essayist whom 
both anti-Vichy and pro-Vichy camps 
claimed for themselves; and Baudelaire, 
whom Sartre described as driving into the 
future with an eye on the rearview mirror. 

our very languages betray us, at least the 
indo-european ones. Along with the pox 
they brought the plague of positivism: be it 
French, Russian, persian, or polish. our words 
describe the future as ahead of us, implying 
we can see where we are going. And the past 
is described as behind us, and thus somehow 
invisible or irrelevant. Thank god for the 
Malagasy, who seem to have got it right,  
for they describe the past as in front of us: 
taloha or teo aloha, and the future as behind 
us, aoriana or any aoriana.

idź na wschód!, 2009
Billboard, 750 × 100 cm  
wola Art Festival, warsaw
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histoire du Monde Slave et Tatar, 2008
Marker on historical map of the world, 82 × 116 cm 

Molla Nasreddin push-puppet, 2012
wood, string, spring, 22 × 12 × 10 cm



22 23
prayway, 2012
Silk and wool carpet, MDF, steel, neon lights, 50 × 390 × 280 cm  
installation view at Künstlerhaus Stuttgart, 2013 
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RiverBeds

The takht (bed, or what we call a ‘RiverBed’ in honour 
of its ideal location by a source of water), the vernac-
ular structure found at teahouses, roadside kiosks, 
shrines, entrances to mosques and restaurants across 
iran and central Asia, accommodates a group of rough-
ly four or five people without the unfortunate and 
unspoken delineation of individual space dictated by 
the chair. Friends, families, and colleagues sit, smoke 
shisha, sip tea, eat lunch, take naps, and create – how-
ever momentarily – a sense of public space, all the 
more remarkable in countries where public space is 
circumscribed, such as iran.

in a span of a couple years, the takht has become the 
closest thing imaginable to a rider for Slavs and Tatars. 
Alas, no bathtubs filled with Borjomi spring water 
greet us in hotel rooms paid by public institutions, 
nor is fresh green tarragon disbursed with our per 
diems. As much as we would like to define the par-
ticular tastes of a eurasian diva, we are grateful to  
the takht for allowing us and others – be it in Bukhara 
or Birmingham, ghent or gdańsk – a place to sit, talk, 
and read collectively. 

Like a talisman of sorts, this seemingly simple 
three-square-meter wooden platform has forced  
us to reflect on such elusive notions as generosity,  
participation, and pedagogy. how does one create  
a physical space for discourse without the prescrip-
tive, precious, and often exclusive trappings of art? 
Attempting a slippage or affinity of activities, we  
immediately grafted the act of reading to the takht. 
After all, perhaps the only thing better in life than 
reading... is reading while lying down, or reading  
while smoking, sipping tea, snacking, or napping.

excerpt from Again, A Time Machine: from distribution  
to archive (London: Book works, 2012)

‘A Rock and a Hard Place’, 2012
3rd Thessaloniki Biennial

‘Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz’, 2011
Kiosk, Ghent

‘Group Affinity’, 2012
Kunstverein München

JNOUN at ‘We Dance, We Smoke, We Kiss’, 2016
Fahrenheit, Los Angeles

‘Open House’, 2015
Kunstverein Braunschweig

‘Geopoetics’, 2011
8th Mercosul Biennial, Porto Alegre

Chaikhaneh of ‘Mirrors for princes: Both Sides of the Tongue’ 
installation view at Nyu Abu Dhabi Art gallery, 2015



26 27

A traditional kebab skewer pierces through a se- 
lection of Slavs and Tatars’ books, suggesting not 
only an analytical but also an affective and diges-
tive relationship to text. The mashed-up reading 
list proposes a lateral or transversal approach to  
knowledge, an attempt to combine the rigor of the 
more traditionally-inclined vertical forms of knowl-
edge with a range of the horizontal. 

Kitab Kebab (Kapuscinski-orbeliani), 2012
Books, metal kebab skewer, 25 × 65 × 15 cm

Kitab Kebab (en islam iranien), 2013
Books, metal kebab skewer, 50 × 60 × 40 cm

Kitab Kebab (Mustafa Miłosz), 2014
Books, metal kebab skewer, ca. 50 × 50 × 50 cm 

Kitab Kebab (The Dairy horde), 2016 
Books, metal kebab skewer, 35 × 29 × 57 cm
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when in Rome, 2010
engraved travertine, coloured glass, paint, euro coins, 5 × 126 × 96 cm 

Régions d’être, 2012
Steel, lacquer paint, 200 × 400 × 47 cm 
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Slavs and Tatars are storytellers. In their works, we find stories of eccentric and 
arcane figures; of far-off lands and nearby rituals; of familiar and less familiar 
objects; of political and religious struggles; of lofty ideas and less lofty histories. 
How are these stories told? Not through the dominating tendencies of narrative 
processes, since we know that history is written by the victors. We are not always 
allowed to arrive at any final hermeneutic understanding here, either. Slavs and 
Tatars’ plurality of referents is then not simplified but rather multiplied and richly 
complexified through the forms in which they rearticulate them: through publi-
cations, performance, crafts, graphics, sculptures, and exhibitions that engender 
one another, including, fractally, their representation in this book.

Yet if both story and carrier seem at times abstruse or arcane, then this is tied 
into the group’s attempt to recuperate confusion and non-knowing as forms of 
latent knowledge. Knowledge, and gaps in knowledge, form the conditions of all 
understanding, yet they lend themselves to territorial claims, and thus to politics. 
Even a term such as ‘knowledge’ gives way to notions of political economy: for 
who am I, and who are you, to deem something ‘foreign’ or ‘native’, ‘known’ or 
‘unknown’? Such diagnoses already make presumptions about both speaker and 
recipient, as well as the object under scrutiny. By hyperbolizing these processes, 
Slavs and Tatars call attention to the political claims made upon and by forms of 
knowledge and claims to understanding. Thus their attention to forms of articu-
lation and plurality, often in conflict with one another, reveals an attempt to 
produce understanding through a process of resistance. 

Slavs and Tatars, by way of their research into fideistic, religious, Counter- 
Enlightenment traditions, and modern or vestigial cultural practices, aim to recover 
a hermeneutic tradition that is exemplified in the figures of Molla Nasreddin and 
Johann Georg Hamann. As the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer articulated in 
Truth and Method, acts of translation and processes of understanding are linked: 
‘In situations where coming to an understanding is disrupted or impeded, we first 
become conscious of the conditions of all understanding. Thus the verbal process 
whereby a conversation in two different languages is made possible through 
translation is especially informative’. In other words, there are certain experiences 
of understanding – being in a foreign place, or reading a foreign book, or even 
meeting a stranger – that activate the processes that we take for granted or do 
not even recognize when we make a claim to knowledge. In that book, which 
attempts to recover a notion of understanding via prejudice (the notion of pre-
judgement), Gadamer attempts to lay the groundwork for a philosophical her-
meneutics. When we seek to understand something, and when understanding is 
thwarted, we must come to terms with our self-understanding, and enter into a 
dialogic relationship between our own self-understanding and the matter at hand. 

I mention Gadamer here in particular not only because of the similarity between 
Slavs and Tatars’ thinking and the ideas of this theorist; but also to show how the 
artist collective’s conceptions of dialogical and historical knowledge – encom-
passing notions of ignorance, folly, or misconception – resuscitate forgotten 
currents within occidental philosophical traditions, too.

When Slavs and Tatars state that ‘alphabets accompany empires’, they mean 
this literally: the orthographic and material side of language and signification 
bear the trace of historical changes, such as language reforms in countries that 
have experienced significant political upheaval, including post-Ataturk Turkey  
or Poland during attempts to reform the Polish language. Yet the phrase taps into 
a central political understanding for the group: the alliances between words and 
deeds, ideas and materials, ideologies and histories. For Slavs and Tatars, the writ-
ing really is on the wall. Except in this case it concerns two walls, for the collective 
considers its remit to be the space between ‘two walls, the Great Wall of China 
and the Berlin Wall’. And the writing in question is not an indication of doom or 
misfortune but its related reverse: the potentiality in every revolution.

George Orwell wrote that ‘a thing is funny when it upsets the established 
order... each joke is a tiny revolution’. Orwell’s statement should be understood 
dialectically, meaning not only that every small revolution is a joke, but also that 
every joke inverts established opinion and belief. Slavs and Tatars’ collection and 
telling of jokes large and small – often funny but even then, deadly serious – can 
be made more concrete, and tied to the speculative alliance between the two 
revolutions that prompted the Slavs and Tatars project: the revolution in Iran in 
1979, and the successes of Solidarność in Poland in 1989. Slavs and Tatars set these 
two revolutions into a staggered, rather than a dialogic, relationship involving 
unlikely or unexpected affinities of religion and politics, faith and communism, 
Islam and Marxist-Leninism.

Slavs and Tatars are syncretists, combing various, apparently disparate schools 
of thought, art, religion, and politics. The word ‘syncretism’, from the Greek syn-
kretismos, originally referred to a ‘Union of Cretans’: a term which once denoted 
a group whose members were able to ‘reconcile their differences’, but then ex-
tended to refer to further historical amalgams: Hellenistic Judaism, the relationship 
between Christianity and Islam, arts and crafts, academia and activism. They have 
internally termed this the ‘Faculty of Substitution’, a phrase that recalls scholas-
ticism and Immanuel Kant on the one hand (Kant spoke of the ‘faculties’ of judge-
ment), and twentieth-century semiology on the other – yet the seriousness of 
both is deflated by some homespun humour: ‘a substitute faculty’ is another word 
for the substitute teacher, a figure who is often (though not always) less than an 
expert in their field, stepping in for the day and letting the students draw or play 
or whatever instead of doing schoolwork while the ‘real’ teacher is out.

Slavs and Tatars’ methods of syncretism and maximalism allows for splinter 
groups of thought and a rich tradition of storytelling – containing digressive ten-
dencies, incantation, sloganeering, animation, mixed metaphor – to emerge. Such 
efforts at maximalism and excess can be easily placed in relationship to many  
lowbrow and highbrow forms of oral and literary material and history: for example, 
the ‘tall tales’ of the American West or of Rabelais, the unreliable narration of  
Aristophanes or Laurence Sterne, the skandalon of religious parable, corporate 
advertising copy, political slogans, and especially the ‘wise fool’ of Slavs and  

introduction

pablo Larios
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Tatars’ ‘mascot’, Molla Nasreddin. Yet without even needing to deconstruct a term 
such as ‘truth’, or point to the Socratic irony of the ‘wise fool’, or place the writing 
of history in relationship to materialism (à la dialectical materialism), Slavs and 
Tatars enact all of these movements, excavating cultural practices, religious and 
devotional artifacts, forgotten writers and publications, and dialectics of craft 
and art to arrive at forms of belief and faith in our complex world. Theirs is not 
the ‘post-truth’ of our age of media unreliability and political polarization. Real 
history is shown as contingent and improbable on the one hand, but marked by 
syncretic amalgamations and coincidences across time and place on the other.

Yet their ‘stories’ are actually true, or most of them, and the research is real: 
Slavs and Tatars mix a deliberate register of visual and surface appeal, while usu-
ally playing with the fact that viewers of their work will not always understand or 
be able to recognize their source material. Their stress on transliteration, the ugly 
stepchild of translation, reflects this intention: for Slavs and Tatars, transliteration 
is literal, corrugated, and uneven, whilst much-admired translation is literary, full, 
and realized. Immediately, what initially seemed digressive and foreign and strange 
is mock-heroically redeemed through the behavioural extremes of hospitality, 
compassion, but also stupidity: a strong, ironic, teasing interplay between the 
viewer’s knowledge and ignorance, and the artists’ ignorance and knowledge, 
not least a certain amateurism with regard to that notion known and treasured as 
‘art’. The takeaway is usually, but not always: embrace your antithesis, or you will 
become it.

Like entering a store and having your ear talked off by a digressive and not 
wholly reliable shopkeeper, Slavs and Tatars’ works always give you more than 
you bargained for. They demonstrate a deliberate balancing act of oppositions 
in every direction, splintered and driven through by oppositions – conjuring  
a skewer or, if you will, a kebab. Slavs and Tatars present contrary sides of a prob-
lem, questioning not in order to reconcile these oppositions into a monad, but to 
allow them to present an image to the viewer that is deliberately one-sided here, 
and only revealing elsewhere its other side. In this way, their ‘anti-modern’ mascot 
Molla Nasreddin sees into the future by riding backwards on his donkey, which 
is not only funny but also wise: together, Molla and his donkey see more than 
others riding in an orthodox fashion, but of course the donkey cannot speak,  
and we humans are stupid to the donkey’s vision. 

Molla Nasreddin (2011) is also the name of a publication, a fact that calls atten-
tion to the group’s activities in publishing and reading. Looking back now on the 
various forms of canonical deconstructions attempted in comparative literature 
departments in the US, in particular, it is relevant to refer here to Edward Said’s 
attention to orientalism as above all a material history, marked by a mercantilism 
of ideas, a trade and transfer of goods, people, objects, art, and publications, with 
the materialist example that things, letters, and people move ideas, beliefs, and 
concepts. As a whole, humorously as well as anti-humorously, these amount to 
an attention to ‘infra-politics’, a term defined by James Scott as ‘the hidden tran-
script, the whispered stories, rather than the often confrontational, explicitly 
visible politics of the march, the news, or the state’.1 

A glance through any of Slavs and Tatars’ numerous projects shows an affinity 
for paronomasia, for double entendres and punning, that compromise and fret  
a number of dualisms, while themselves serving as evidence of material transfer 

and the ‘free play of signifiers’ so cherished by deconstructionists. The Great Wall 
of China and the Berlin Wall, the region of Eurasia that the collective sites itself 
within; the Iran revolution and Polish Solidarność; Catholic and Muslim belief  
and ritual; ‘Slavs’ and ‘Tatars’; religion and apostasy; speculation and historical 
inquiry; not to mention this book. The tenor of these oppositions is often improb-
able and humoristic, yet often deadly serious. Besides these forms of non- 
oppositional oppositions, other methods of thinking and research espoused by 
Slavs and Tatars include the ‘totum simul’, or Boethius’s notion that the part is in 
the whole, and the whole is in the part. Most recently, this is visible in the group’s 
research project centred around yoghurt, a project with its dialectical counterpart, 
pickling, that involves the germ and the seed, and the cultivation of all sorts of 
politics of a radical mould. Yet this process extends to the aims of this book, as  
well as to the tentacular working method of Slavs and Tatars: a sculpture might 
lead to an essay, a piece of research to a print, a lecture to an edition, and all of 
these to this book.

In Slavs and Tatars’ works, a demonstration of cosmopolitanism is arrived at 
through an attention to religious and historical tradition that, on the surface, might 
even seem counter to it: the global arrived at through the local, though never 
through a process of direct subsumption (in which particulars are reconciled into 
a universal), but one in which particularities and differences are preserved. This 
ambivalence between the local and the universal produces works of apparent 
tension. Yet these open up the reader to forms of non-exclusive, non-binary 
thinking and activity that, today, seem desperately needed.

Slavs and Tatars was initially birthed out of publications in 2006, whether the 
reading group that the duo was initially involved in, or the group’s first work, Slavs 
(2006), a silk screenprint reproduced in the magazine 032c that is the closest 
thing to a manifesto the group has. The group’s own description of this work tells 
the collective’s origin story: 

The story behind a name, a collective, or an identity is often a convoluted one. 

Telling it, though, can unlock a particularly heterogeneous inventory of ideas, 

human relationships, and politics.

The name ‘Slavs’ started with a love affair between an ethnic Slav and a non-Slav 

who spoke Russian. After some time, the romance ended but the collaboration 

continued unabated as both shared certain intellectual, linguistic, and emotional 

affinities for peoples very much in the West but still so refreshingly from the East. 

We chose to call ourselves Slavs to redeem a decidedly subjective selection of 

passions, thought processes, and behaviours lying at the heart of the largest 

ethnic and linguistic group in Europe. While the real Slavs increasingly look West, 

we cherish, caress, and redress their Eastern heritage. We are caretakers of an 

unabashedly personal interpretation of a diffuse heritage under siege.

Our friends were incredulous. Was it a reactionary throwback to another era? Our 

families were concerned. Is there really a common heritage to be found amongst 

such a thoroughly diverse group of nations? What does socialite Slovenia have 

to do with a slower, more diligent Slovakia? As is often the case, the problem lies 

with aspirations. Between what we want to be and what we will always be. Slavs 

know to wish for the former without curling our lips at the latter.

1
See James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts  
of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1990).
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2
Johann Georg Hamann, ‘Philosophical Ideas  
and Doubts about an Academic Prize Essay’, in 
Writings on Philosophy and Language, ed. 
Kenneth Haynes, p. 127 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007).

Like any origin story, the above narrative strikes me as somewhat fabulous. Like 
many aspects of Slavs and Tatars’ practice, as it later developed, every single 
narrative is open to a positive and open-ended revisionism, and the most earnest 
confessional moment can immediately be shrugged off as a trap to ward off 
against an epiphanic ‘eureka!’ or a finality of intention or result. Yet as storytellers, 
their own attention to textual forms, eccentric stories, and verbal and literary 
ephemera, has eventually called for their collection and re-presentation in the 
form of a book. This has involved their familiar process of expatriation. Processes 
of expatriation – in contrast to the standard Western narrative of arriving at 
self-knowledge through an assertion of individualism – argue that self-knowledge 
is arrived at by stepping outside oneself, by becoming Other or stepping out- 
side of one’s own propriety or domain. It can also be seen as the ‘faculty of sub-
stitution’ present in the group’s works – bringing the works out of themselves, 
and their own language and histories and contexts, in order to see them again. 
The present book attempts to provide a legible entry point to a world that is  
ruled by unruliness.

Slavs and Tatars have divided their works into seven cycles – well, actually 
eight if you include the ‘zero’ cycle that has been retroactively defined. The figure 
of the wise fool recurs, from the mascot Molla Nasreddin to a historical figure from 
the recent cycle Made in Germany who also seems to demonstrate a remarkable 
alignment with the Slavs and Tatars project: Hamann (1730–1788), a fideist  
counter-enlightenment philosopher, translator, lutenist, hypochondriac, busi-
nessman, tax clerk, satirist, born-again Christian, philosopher, anti-philosopher, 
and self-called ‘metagrabolizer’. A good friend of Kant, Hamann obsessively and 
creatively railed against the pretentions of enlightenment thought and, especially, 
its assault on the embodied notion of knowledge and texts, not least the living 
word of God. ‘Philosophers have always given truth a bill of divorcement by  
putting asunder what nature has joined together’,2 wrote Hamann, which speaks 
to the syncretic and synthetic processes of Slavs and Tatars, as well as their  
recourse to fideism and religion (Hamann’s phrase is a deliberate echo of  
Matthew 19:6). One particularly lively essay, Apology of the Letter H, is told from 
the perspective of the letter ‘h’, whose necessity in the German language was 
being questioned by philologists at the time (a form of material annihilation). In 
that essay, Hamann wrote, ‘[I]s the famous principium coincidentiae oppositorum 
entirely unknown to you? It is the spirit that quickens; the letter is flesh, and your 
dictionaries are straw!’ In polemical style, exaggeration, and literary quality, as  
well as in syncretic opposition and coincidentiae oppositorums, such writing –  
humorous, though underpinned by a real philosophical spirit and intention – 
recalls the bravura performative tactics of Slavs and Tatars.

One project that demonstrates such tendencies of opposition and fideism is 
the lecture-performance Al-Isnad, or Chains We Can Believe In (2013). Slavs and 
Tatars recount a surprising narrative that touches on Dan Flavin’s Sufi mosque  
in downtown Manhattan, the establishment of the Menil Art foundation, and the 
active role of religious contemplation in the story of one of America’s most  
important patrons of modern art, ultimately resulting in the conversion to Islam 
of the two main figures. When the German art dealer Heiner Friedrich was only 
19 years old, he went to the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua, in 1957, where he had  
an ‘epiphany’ that led him to conceive of Dia, a place where opulence, religion, 

patronage, and real estate would meet. In 1972, Friedrich went to Houston, Texas, 
where he spent the night at the Rothko Chapel. During this visit, he met Philippa 
de Menil, the scion of a wealthy Houston family, who went on to found the Dia 
Art Foundation with Friedrich. De Menil later converted to Islam, and Philippa de 
Menil became Fariha al-Jerrahi. The unlikely narrative shows not only the contin-
gencies of historical and religious context, and their interrelation with some of 
the major movements and institutions of contemporary art, but also the way in 
which power and vested interests in various directions can distort and change: 
very few people know the religious underpinnings of the canonical histories of 
US minimalism, and Slavs and Tatars point to this in order to expose our own era’s 
taboos against religion and the way in which religion is whitewashed out of the 
narratives of art.

Slavs and Tatars have explored these themes in a number of publications and 
artist books. This volume is the first in which the form of a publication is taken 
outside of the collective’s own practice. It takes a sense of estrangement to see 
things up close and clearly, and this publication is an attempt to do so, to expa-
triate the practices, as it were. ‘Mouth to mouth’ represents, yes, a form of kissing, 
a variety of tongue-twisting and literal or physical engagement with language as 
material and text. But turn it on its side and beyond admitting to the living and 
love of such an encounter, ‘mouth to mouth’ means mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, 
or CPR: an attempt to breathe life into bodies of knowledge that can seem obscure 
or dusty. This dual practice – kissing and breathing life into – represents the  
animating lifeblood of the collective. With this book, looking outward as well as 
back, we ask you to keep questioning which bodies are being reanimated, as  
well as who is doing the breathing.
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Begun in 2008 and exhibited and published in 2009, the collec-
tive’s first cycle, Kidnapping Mountains, is billed as a ‘celebration 
of complexity in the caucasus’. This set of works investigates  
the linguistic, social, and political phenomena of a region at the 
historic crossroads between the ottoman, persian, and Russian 
empires (and contiguous with post-Soviet nation states such as 
georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan). in this series, Slavs and Tatars 
celebrate this region’s conglomerate of languages and territories, 
and enact an oscillation between minority and majority status, 
complexity and simplification. 

KiDNAppiNg 
MouNTAiNS

The works in this cycle are largely print-based. For Hymns of  
No Resistance (2009–14), for example, pop songs were rewritten 
with new lyrics to address issues of territorial dispute, fractured 
language, and politics. The print AaaaaaaahZERI!!! (2009) draws 
attention to the damage inflicted on the cultural heritage of 
Azerbaijan via orthographic divide-and-conquer strategies, with 
different letters ascribed to the same sound. The collective’s 
series of vacuum-formed plastic signs in Tranny Tease (pour 
Marcel) (2009 – present) begins here with Dig the Booty, a paean to 
the pitfalls of transliteration that continues throughout their 
later work cycles. 

Kidnapping Mountains (over-here), 2009
Screenprint on paper, 176 × 120 cm
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Kidnapping Mountains
Book, 2009

There are two types of landmines for the translator: 
linguistic ones (including connotations, context, usage, 
and implications) and factual ones. if the former is  
a garden of delights for the language Lothario, the 
latter is like wrestling with grey on a rainy day. 

The first english translation of Mikhail Lermontov’s 
Mtsiri (The Novice), a poem written in the 1830s about 
a young caucasian boy who was adopted by a Russian 
general and later became a monk, only appeared in 
2004. if the introductory pages of the volume are 
anything to go by, the intervening 170 years or so were 
quite eventful. Teeming with intrigue worthy of the 
caucasian complexity of its setting, Mtsiri’s english 
introduction is mired in a surreal hopscotch between 
Dallas, Saratov, non-profit organisations (e.g. high-
land park united Methodist church), corporate spon-
sorship (e.g. the Mary Kay cosmetics firm), and a list 
of supporters and partners more appropriate for a 
museum endowed with hundreds of millions of dollars. 

we’ve never shied away from books as monumen-
tal edifices, but this very slim volume, all of 72 pages, 
definitely punches above its weight. whether it’s  
the story of its publishers – a certain prince hans von 
Sachsen-Altenburg and his companion, princess Nana 
Andronikashvili – or that of the translator Vaxtang 
eristavi, whose 1955 translation was immediately 
suppressed and only rediscovered in 2002, one must 
sift through several pages of bony how before  
finally getting to the meaty what.

By turns a historian, an archaeologist, a research 
fellow at the Southern Methodist university, and head 
of an oil company, von Sachsen-Altenburg is both as 
accomplished and fictitious as his name would leave 
one to believe. he is wanted for alleged fraud in geor-
gia and accused of simply adopting the title ‘prince’. 
Tellingly, his narcissism bleeds into the acknowledge-
ment pages of the english edition of Mtsiri, in which 
the prince and princess eclipse the work of its trans-
lator with personal tributes to relatives lost in world 
war ii, going so far as to suggest a shameless amalgam 
of their own relatives’ tragedy and that of Lermontov 
himself, killed a century earlier in 1841 in a duel at  
the foot of Mount Mashuk, outside pyatigorsk.

Kidnapping Mountains (Book works, 2009) 
offset print, 26 × 20 cm, 96 pages, black and white and colour throughout,  
glue and stitched binding, gloss-laminated soft cover

in Marjory Scott wardrop’s translation of georgia’s 
twelfth-century national epic poem – Shota Rustaveli’s 
The Knight in the Panther’s Skin – the beauty of using 
words as barriers to protect against defeat jumps from 
the page and illuminates the tricky business of trans-
lation. Nobly divorcing the expression from its means, 
wardrop chooses ‘close rendering’ instead of ‘trans-
lation’ and ‘attempted by…’ instead of the more pro-
saic ‘by…’, opting for an old-world elegance that 
stands in stark contrast to von Sachsen’s twenty- 
first-century opportunism. 

Marjory Scott wardrop devoted her life to the 
study of the georgian language. She began trans-
lating The Knight in the Panther’s Skin in Kent in  
1891 and continued to her death in 1909, with a sober 
deathbed assessment that another ten years would 
be necessary to properly translate the 1,600 quatrains. 
whether you think it’s a man or a knight in the pan-
ther’s skin is anyone’s guess: we can rest assured the 
woman behind the attempt spent precious hours so 
that we need not.

excerpt from the publication

KiDNAppiNg MouNTAiNS
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To Mountain Minorities, 2014
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm

The original Georgian expression ‘Chven Sakartvelos Gau-
mardjos’ is roughly translated as ‘Long Live Georgia’ or ‘Vive 
Georgia’. By changing the ‘a’ of ‘Sakartvelos’ to a ‘u’ to make 
‘Sakurtvelos’, the phrase becomes ‘Long Live Kurdistan’ and 
the unresolved geopolitical identity of one mountain people 
is replaced with that of another.

AaaaaaahhhhZeRi!!!, 2009
Screenprint on paper, 85 × 70 cm 

Mountains of wit, 2014
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm

Горе от Ума (Gore ot Uma, meaning ‘woe from wit’) is a famous 
nineteenth-century play about Moscow manners by Alek-
sander Griboyedov, a close friend of Pushkin’s and diplomat 
to the Tsar in the Caucasus. By changing the ‘e’ in the original 
Russian title to an ‘Ы’, a quintessentially Russian letter, the 
title becomes Mountains of Wit, and the urban premise of  
the original work is hijacked by a Caucasian setting equally 
imaginative and apposite, one which played an influential 
role in Griboyedov’s life and death.
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 ‘east: excitable Speech: west’, 2011
installation view at Kerstin engholm galerie, Vienna

Dig The Booty, 2009
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm
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perched high amidst the brittle peaks of  
the caucausus mountain range, otherwise 
known as Jabal Al-Alsun (the Mountains of 
Languages), a cautionary tale of high ro-
mance and higher politics beckons. Like the 
best of love stories, the tale of Aleksander 
griboyedov and Nino chavchavadze swings, 
not between partners, but rather between 
dizzying scales of imperial ambition and 
personal tragedy, revealing in its wake  
georgia’s complicated relationship with iran 
and Russia, its southern and northern neigh-
bours, respectively.

Marking the persians’ second defeat in as 
many decades at the hands of the Russians, 
the Treaty of Turkmenchay would recognize 
Russian sovereignty over three new khan-
ates, including erivan and Nakhchivan, pres-
ent-day Armenia and Azeribaijn. As Minister 
plenipotentiary, griboyedov arrived to a 
tense Tabriz, a northern city of iran, where 
the contentious issue of repatriating nearly 
40,000 Armenian christians to georgia and 
the newly-acquired territories would have 
significant repercussions for the local econ-
omy. in Tehran, meanwhile, the public bris-
tled at another military humiliation and the 
Qajar ruler Fath Ali Shah toyed with the idea 
of rescinding his surrender.

eventually, a persian mob attacked the 
Russian mission, much like students would 
attack the uS embassy some 150 years later, 
during the 1979 iranian Revolution. The 
grievances, in both cases, had to do with 
imperial ambitions and their salacious rep-
resentation to the people. in the latter, we 
had imam Khomeini, Ross perot and the 
nightly news of Ted Koppel. in the former, 
the equally soap-operatic script included  
a eunuch and two Armenian girls who had 
escaped the Shah’s harem and sought asy-
lum at the Russian residence. The parallels 
stop there, however, as in this particular case, 
everyone inside was killed, except one. 
Dragged through the streets for a couple 
days, griboyedov’s corpse was unrecogniz-
able, save for a scar on his left hand from  
a duel several years earlier. According to 
literary lore, the Russians tried to keep the 
news from reaching his wife, Nino, who had 
stayed behind in Tabriz. She was several 
months pregnant and, many feared, too sen-
sitive to bear such grief.

The caucasus is a man whose body is 
without curves, it is said. Nino chavchavadze 
would beg to differ. Shortly after hearing of 
her husband’s death, Nino gave birth to  
a stillborn child. For the next twenty-eight 
years, she remained faithful to her deceased 
husband, in a show of pathos as strong as 
the words she had chiselled on his grave: 

Ум и дела твои бессмертны / в памяти 
русской, / но для чего пережила тебя / 
любовь моя!

(your intelligence and work are eternal / 
in Russian memory / But why did my love / 
have to outlive you!)

excerpt from Frozen Moments: Architecture Speaks 
Back, ed. Joanna warsza (Berlin: Sternberg press, 
2010).

Steppe by Steppe Romancing the  
peaks of polyglots

A diplomat in the tsar’s foreign affairs min-
istry, griboyedov was the author of a nine-
teenth-century play of manners whose  
robust title travels business-class from the 
original Russian (Горе от ума) to our scrap-
pier shores in english (Woe from Wit). his 
skill in persian and parody made him a per-
fect envoy to the caucasus, which were far 
enough from the imperial capital not to be 
a nuisance yet crucial to that very empire’s 
expansionism to the south and east. en  
route to Tehran in 1828 to sign the Treaty  
of Turkmenchay, griboyedov met Nino 
chavchavadze in Tbilisi, the sixteen-year- 
old daughter of a georgian friend and fellow 
writer. Despite an impending sense of doom 
about his trip, griboyedov married her with-
out missing a beat. No prenuptials, no frou-
frou, alas, just a honeymoon that would have 
to wait for heaven. 

KiDNAppiNg MouNTAiNS
Letter to Abriskil aka Amiran aka prometheus (Fantastic Man), 2009
Stolen letterhead, marker, wood frame, 66.5 × 51.5 cm 

Steppe by steppe roman-
tics, 2009, offset print, 
26 × 20 cm, 16 pages, one 
colour throughout, stitched 
binding, mimeograph print 
soft cover.

By their very nature secret practices, being secret, are gener-
ally hard to comment on. Still, we can imagine that the insti-
tution of secret marriage must be at least as old as that of the 
public one, possibly older, in fact, if one is to imagine the birth 
of ‘coupledom’ as taking place between two people alone 
under the cover of night. Secret marriage today remains an 
incalculable part of the institution – and perhaps one of its most 
romantic forms.

if conflicts in the South caucasus have a tradition of inspir-
ing illicit unions between forbidden lovers, few (real or fiction-
al) relationships to date have been as impossible as that of 
Artush and Zaur, the two male protagonists in Alekper Aliyev’s 
2009 novel, Artush and Zaur: A Tale of Love. The book tells the 
story of two men – one Azeri, the other Armenian – who fall in 
love as children against the backdrop of the recent Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict. Doubly separated by the war between 
their peoples and the stigma of their same-sex attraction, the 
couple eventually reunites in Tbilisi, where they marry in secret. 
An absurdist’s subversion of Ali and Nino? perhaps. But Artush 
and Zaur have their precedents in Armenia, throughout the 
diaspora, and well beyond that. in this sense, clandestine or 
unrecognized marriages represent a poignant common ground 
for caucasian lovers like Artush and Zaur, and same-sex couples 
the world over, from the caucasus to, say, california – wheth-
er they be Armenian, ingush, Karachary, or cherkess.

As though to compensate, we celebrate the secret cere-
mony – gay or straight – not with equal but with greater fervour. 
Just as a stolen glance is more arousing, a forbidden tryst more 
urgent, so too is the secret marriage more alive, more keen. 
Marry in secret in solidarity, in lust, out of an exhaustive need. 
Marry in secret and do with the heart what the gun cannot: 
melt the frozen conflicts, be they in Abkhazia or in glendale.
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Hymns of No Resistance features classic and cult 
pop songs revised to address issues of territorial 
dispute, language, and geopolitics within greater 
Eurasia. An adaptation of Michael Sembello’s  
Flashdance track ‘She’s a Maniac’ becomes ‘She’s 
Armenian’, replacing the struggles of an aspiring 
dancer with those of a diaspora Armenian. Mean-
while, ‘Young Kurds’ – a retelling of Rod Stewart’s 
‘Young Turks’ – tells the story of Sherko and Shirin, 
a Kurdish couple on the run. ‘Stuck in Ossetia with 
You’ (originally ‘Stuck in the Middle with You’ by 
Stealers Wheel) looks at the recent Russo-Georgian 
conflict. 

hymns of No Resistance, 2010–2014
gold foil on canvas, traditional marbled paper,  
laser print, variable song sheets, 42 × 30 cm 
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FRieNDShip 
oF NATioNS

Friendship of Nations is pivotal within the collective’s practice: 
in it, the evolution of their initial interest in excavating hitherto 
overlooked histories developed into a multi-platform offering 
of exhibitions, performance-lectures, and publications. it began 
in 2009 as a commission, appearing in two consecutive issues 
of the Berlin-based magazine 032c. on the occasion of the 
twentieth anniversary of the fall of the Berlin wall, the magazine 
asked Slavs and Tatars to reflect on the events of 1979 and 1989. 
This grew into the collective’s first lecture-performance 79.89.09 
(2009), subsequently published as a broadsheet in 2011, which 
later became the exhibition series and book Friendship of  
Nations. The cycle began with a study of unexpected points  
of commonality between the iranian Revolution of 1979 and 
poland’s Solidarność movement of the 1980s, events that coin-
cided with major geopolitical shifts in the twentieth century, 
resulting in the emergence of revolutionary islam on the one 
hand, and the fall of communism on the other.

with Friendship of Nations, first exhibited at the 10th Sharjah 
Biennial, Slavs and Tatars expanded to include works with  
textile, public billboards, and audio in addition to lecture- 
performances, installations and publications. These different 
platforms probe the intermingling of faith and political convic-
tions from seventeenth-century Sarmatism to today’s reform 
movements, citizen diplomacy, and the role of crafts in each 
nation’s attempt at self-determination.

 ‘Friendship of Nations: polish Shi’ite Showbiz’, 2011
installation view at 10th Sharjah Biennial 

photo by elizabeth Rappaport
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Long Live Long Live, 2011
embroidery, synthetic velvet, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm

Self-Management Body, 2011
embroidery, Muharram fabric, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 
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Friendship of Nations:  
polish Shi’ite Showbiz 
Book, 2013

Friendship of Nations (Book works / Sharjah Art Foundation, 2013)
offset print, 26 × 21 cm, 184 pages, colour throughout, glue and stitched binding,  
matte laminated soft cover in a transparent slipcase

our interest in the improbable affinities of poland and 
iran began rather innocently, if cryptically, some  
four years ago. in a missive from Berlin, the periodical 
032c asked us to think about two key dates – 1979 
and 1989 – in anticipation of the planned celebrations 
marking the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the 
Berlin wall. So, in true bibliophile form, we took the 
two calendar years as bookends to the two major geo-
political narratives of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries: namely, communism and political islam. […]

in charting the improbable rapport between iran 
and poland, Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite 
Showbiz seeks to rescue the old Soviet notion of 
дружба народов (literally ‘friendship between peo-
ples’ or ‘fraternity of peoples’) from its former, cynical 
self. one of the main ideologies of the uSSR, дружба 
народов advocated the principle of harmony and 
cooperation between peoples and nations on the 
path to socialist development. A characteristic itera-
tion of this policy would take place during an official 
ceremony where, to take one example, the Azeri So-
viet Socialist Republic offered a rug to the ukrainian 
Soviet Socialist Republic, who responded in kind with 
a sculpture made of wheat. invariably the gifts high-
lighted a nation’s craft, but in a top-down reduction-
ism characteristic of so many of the uSSR’s otherwise 
seemingly noble policies. we discuss a resolutely 
grass-roots redemption of this policy, investing the 
logic of gifts with a discursive narrative of shared 
experiences, struggles, and achievements between 
these two countries in their respective drive towards 
self-determination.

it’s a pity that allegiances in general are conceived 
as singular, exclusive affairs. As the endgame of loy-
alty only gains in severity the higher up the scale one 
climbs, the more we must struggle to keep blurred 
the boundaries of where the history of one nation, 
one people, or one ideology begins and where that 
of another ends. woe to the hapless immigrants who 
finds themselves caught between devotion to home 
and host country, mother tongue and second lan-
guage, former and future passport. The proliferation 
of allegiances – for languages, histories, beliefs – 
keeps us on our toes, constantly negotiating the  
pitfalls at the heart of monogamous polemics and 
brittle identity politics. if we are steadfast believers 
in sticking to the singular in our love lives, then surely 
our affections for places, peoples, histories, lan-
guages, and countries could and should escape the 
girdle of the singular and unique, and spill, joyously, 
into the plural and polyphonic.

Slavs and Tatars cannot think of a better means to 
pounce, once and for all, on the relentless recourse 
to identity politics than to divert it with too many 
devotions, indulge and overburden it by pledging 
one’s heart and mind to several places, until the desire 
to define as one or the other ceremoniously collapses, 
buckling under the weight of several sympathies 
masquerading instead as so many ands. 

excerpt from the publication
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only Solidarity and patience will Secure our Victory, 2011
Faux leather, synthetic velvet, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 

Death without Death, 2011
embroidery, embroidered tape, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 
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79.89.09 
Lecture-performance, 2009 – present

MixTApeS oF  
MoDeRNiST iSLAM

During Khomeini’s fourteen years in exile, his sermons 
and speeches were smuggled into iran via audio cas-
sette tapes and distributed throughout the country. 
The iranian equivalent of the samizdat, the self-pub-
lished copies of dissident literature distributed fur-
tively throughout the Soviet union, Khomeini’s tapes 
played a significant role both in mobilizing the masses 
and energizing the disillusioned middle class during 
the 1970s. 

The phiLoSopheR:  
ALi ShARiATi

when Khomeini returned to iran, much of the ground-
work for the revolution had been laid: he left as a 
religious cleric, idolized by the devout alone, and 
returned as a national hero. perhaps no one was more 
instrumental in this transformation than Ali Shariati, 
who helped make islam more palatable to iran’s bur-
geoning middle class and sparked an islamic revival 
among young, educated iranians by combining 
Shi’ism with liberationist, anti-colonial thought.  
considered to be the most important iranian philos-
opher of the twentieth century, Shariati studied under 
Sartre and Louis Massignon in paris in the 1960s, 
translated Frantz Fanon into persian, and was the 
leader of the opposition to the Shah until his death 
under mysterious circumstances in London in 1977.

LooK, MA: No Tie!

Ali Shariati helped bring leftists and nationalists closer 
to islam and, crucially, gave Khomeini and the isla-
mists a space in which to operate and ultimately mar-
ginalize their opponents, those same leftists and 
nationalists. The ban on the tie in iran offers a rare 
insight into the pluralism of the major factions of the 
iranian Revolution at the time. The Revolution was 
first and foremost a national struggle against the 
monarchy and against what was perceived as a loss 
of cultural, if not national, sovereignty. A disparate 
mixture of Marxists, nationalists, and islamists mobi-
lized the iranian people against the Shah, but once his 
regime fell, the islamists, led by Khomeini, quickly 
filled the power vacuum and marginalized the other 
groups, including the infamous Mojahedin, who from 
the outset had offered their own cocktail of Marxism 
and islam. 

The ban on the tie is one small area of policy where 
the left and the right overlapped and agreed: for the 
left, the tie was a symbol of capitalism and for the right, 
of western decadence.

iT TooK 10 yeARS, 10 MoNThS,  
10 weeKS, 10 DAyS…

Because it steadily reached concrete milestones in 
non-violent ways, poland’s Solidarność provided  
crucial, continuous momentum to anti-communist 
movements across eastern europe. The uSSR was 
clearly on the brink of bankruptcy due to several 
factors, including low oil prices and the costly invasion 
of Afghanistan. poland acted as a persistent thorn in 
its side, exposing its weaknesses throughout the  
better part of the 1980s.

4 JuNe 1989

The calendar date was a momentous one. The night 
before, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini died, serving  
as a distinct if depressing milestone for the iranian 
Revolution. what had begun as a truly popular revo-
lution in 1978–79, had by the time of Khomeini’s death 
resulted in an autocratic, oppressive regime. in china, 
on the same date, a student movement was brutally 
crushed in Tiananmen Square. At this fork in the road, 
poland had two clear paths before it. instead of going 
in the direction of either iran or china, it opted for  
a third, unknown route: resulting in the first semi-free 
elections in warsaw pact countries since the end of 
world war ii.

SARMATiSM

Sarmatism – the lifestyle, culture and ideology of the 
polish szlachta (gentry) – was inspired by the belief 
that the polish nobility were descended from a long-
lost iranian tribe from the Black Sea. The polish gen-
try of the seventeenth century ascribed a romantic 
notion to their origins by sporting long coats trimmed 
with fur, carrying a sabre (called karabela) at all times, 
and riding on horseback. A mix of nativism, oriental-
ism, and an attempt to distinguish themselves from 
their western counterparts, Sarmatism influenced 
values, fashion, culture, and the political orientation 
of the commonwealth, offering a romantic leitmotif 
to a relatively enlightened empire in which interfaith 
marriages (between polish Tatar Muslims and catho-
lics) were allowed and more (polish Tatar) Muslims 
had representation in the Sejm (parliament) than  
any elected parliament or governing body within the 
eu today. polish Tatar Muslims to this day present a 
little-known progressive model of moderate islam – 
with coed education and integrated prayer rooms – 
within europe’s own borders.

FRieNDShip oF NATioNS
79.89.09 (Book works, designed by James Langdon, 2011) 
offset newspaper print, 42 × 30 cm, 44 pages, colour throughout, unbound
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Simorgh Solidarność, 2011
Fabric needlework, leather, synthetic velvet, 
cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 

Reverse Joy, 2012
public fountain, pigment
Jerusalem Season of culture

Reverse Joy (Muharram), 2012
Muharram banner, fountain pump, plastic bowl, water, pigment, 35 × 150 × 105 cm 
gfZK, Leipzig, 2014



60 61
gashtam Nabood, 2011
Faux leather, Kufi fabric, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 

Lahestan Nesfeh Jahan, 2011
embroidery, synthetic velvet, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm
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Man of iran, 2011
Needlework, silk, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 

help the Militia, Beat yourself up!, 2011
embroidery, mehrab fabric, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 
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A Monobrow Manifesto, 2010
pVc, print, helium, Ø 300 cm. installation view at Frieze Sculpture park, London

Anti-imperialist imperialist, 2011
Digital print, polyester, plastic beads, string crochet, cotton, ca. 200 × 120 cm 
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Samizabt

Featuring a translation of czesław Miłosz’s 
‘Który skrzywdziłeś’ (you who wronged) 
into persian, the sound work Samizabt (2013) 
speaks to the role of poetry as a form of 
political resistance. in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, from tsarist Russia to 
communist poland, poets were considered 
a threat to the state, a stark contrast to their 
esoteric if not marginal role in western  
nations. Following protests in iran over the 
results of the 2009 presidential elections, 
works of polish authors hitherto untrans -
lated began to pop up in Tehran’s bookstores 
in persian. whether it was the sociologist 
Zygmunt Bauman, philosopher Leszek 
Kołakowski, or poet wisława Szymborska, 
the new crop of a particular nation’s litera-
ture makes a convincing case for early  
twenty-first century iran to look to poland’s 
late twentieth-century struggle with com-
munism. Solidarność’s turn to religion and 
faith for its progressive potential and effec-
tive means of resistance, especially in the 
face of the creeping secular materialism left 
unchecked after the fall of the iron curtain, 
resonated with an opposition movement in 
iran trying to triangulate between political 
islam and the desire for a truly representa-
tive government. 

FRieNDShip oF NATioNS

Sometimes we must ask stupid questions of otherwise smart 
subject matter. As a cultural prism or epiphenomenon, the 
monobrow does just that: demystifies the nonsense – which 
often passes as wisdom – that there is some indelible conflict 
between West and East. Those pesky hairs that grow between 
the eyebrows have a startling way of distinguishing the West 
from the rest. In Victorian England, the monobrow was asso-
ciated with delinquent behaviour; in eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century French literature, a monosourcil incurred 
suspicion of being a werewolf; in the US today, it diminishes 
a child’s social capital in the cruel Darwinism called school. 
But other skies tell other stories: in Qajar paintings, the mono-
brow is brandished equally by both sexes. In Iran, it occupies 
a special place, alongside the eyes and eyelashes, as a trifecta 
that determines one’s beauty. Across the Middle East and the 
Caucasus, it is a sign of virility and sophistication. If, in the 
southern parts of Eurasia, the monobrow is hot, in the colder 
climes of the US and Europe it’s clearly not.

A Monobrow Manifesto, 2011
Rubber, screenprint, ca. 25 × 13 cm  
installation view at 10th Sharjah Biennial

Samizabt: You Who Wronged, 2016, aluminium, 
ikat silk, walnut burl veneer, bendable plywood, 
MDF, sound system, 129 × 22 × 22 cm

Between 79.89.09, 2009, screenprint, marker, 
offset print on slip case, 26 × 26 cm

Study for Sarmat Surfaces (No.1) and (No.2),  
2011, reverse oil painting on glass, wood frame, 
44 × 35 cm (each)

At home we are often no less displaced than 
abroad. we are not nomads. we are rooted 
to one too many places. what’s more: the 
places in our heads and hearts sometimes 
fail to recognize the ones on maps and vice 
versa. we are the strands of hair on a moth-
er’s head, pulled in different directions by 
her numerous children. 

it hurts but, as John cougar once sang, it 
hurts so good. The country we call home, 
the country we used to call home, and the 
country we dream of calling home are all 
distinct and disparate places. it is the result 
of a productive schizophrenia: we are in all 
of them at once, a ravishing sensation, but 
one tempered by the slow, sobering devas-
tation of never being in any one entirely.

excerpt from ‘Slavs’, 032c, issue ii, 2006.

one of the more surprising convergences in our  
studies of iran and poland has been the visual culture 
and craft traditions of their dominant faiths of Shi’a 
islam and catholicism, respectively. These range from 
passion plays and re-enactions of the Stations of  
the cross to Ta’zieh, carnival floats, Muharram alam, 
as well as banners and reverse-glass painting. upend-
ing traditional notions of Renaissance perspective, 
painting behind glass requires beginning with the 
outermost layer, say the eyes, and moving inwards 
towards the background. 

in Friendship of Nations, we often turned to crafts 
for their ability to decouple innovation from indi-
viduality. when push comes to shove, unlike the arts, 
crafts tend to opt for repetition over difference: an 
apprentice calligrapher for example, must spend some 
ten years copying his or her mentor before daring to 
attempt a flourish of their own. Such an approach 
allows us to consider innovation not as a series of 
ruptures or patricides, as the avant-garde would  
have us believe, but rather as a continuous process. 
Repetition – be it the mantra of a zikr or the stitching 
of a needlework piece – revolves around a certain 
genealogical transparency so engrossing that it  
verges on transubstantiation; one must not just reveal 
one’s sources but become them. 

Studies for  
Sarmat Surfaces

Between 79.89.09
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Reverse Joy
Lecture-performance, 2012 – present

role in the daily lives of Shi’ites than the comparison 
with medieval christian passion plays might suggest. 
The play has been called ‘the unconscious avant- 
garde of the poor theatre’ and as such had a tremen-
dous influence on several twentieth-century theatre 
directors including peter Brooks, Jerzy grotowski, 
and Tadeusz Kantor, for whom the traditional divisions 
between audience and actors needed to be revisited, 
disrupted, or outright eliminated. A theatre-in-the-
round is used in which spectators at times mingled 
with actors; in a proto-Brechtian impulse, actors car-
ried their lines in their hands to keep any sense of 
naturalism at bay, reminding the audience they were 
only acting their parts. Men played the roles of  
women, and directors would sometimes mount the 
stage to call cues.

MeTRoSexuAL MuSLiMS 

Muharram also turns upside down the heavily polem-
icized and often misunderstood gender roles in islam 
in general and in iran in particular. According to haleh 
Anvari, an artist and journalist: ‘Muharram is the only 
time of year when the roles are reversed: men become 
the weepers, the performers, and the women the 
observers’. 

Following the establishment of the islamic Repub-
lic of iran, Tehran’s public space has withered away 
to a devastating degree, with one of the most visible 
scars being the capital’s lobotomized nightlife. once 
glamorous and seedy in turns, poignantly captured 
in Behrooz Vosooghian’s nocturnal cross-town crawl 
in Kandoo (Beehive), the night has since withdrawn 
into the faux titillation of the private domain. A crude 
blame game could point fingers at the faith itself. 
instead, iranians have turned to Muharram, encapsu-
lating the original élan of the Shi’a faith, to reclaim the 
night. At street corners, young boys offer tea to driv-
ers gridlocked in end-of-the-year traffic. Scaffolding 
and black fabric for makeshift husseiniehs (spaces 
designated to mourn the passing of hussein) sprout 
up on and occupy sidewalks like so much urban fun-
gus. chinese-made ghetto blasters pump rozehkha-
nis with a bassy beat that would make Detroit proud, 
even its predominantly Sunni Arab-Americans in 
nearby Dearborn. young men and women put on their 
Friday best to mingle in public on perhaps engage in 
the only sanctioned flirting occasion of the year, the 
closest thing to a block party in the islamic Republic.

The peRSiAN pLAyBooK  
oF pRoTeST 

The story of Shi’ism is one of perpetual protest: evi-
dent from the minority status of the faith (vis-à-vis 
Sunnis) to the traumatic event at the heart of Muhar-
ram and the schism that crystallized the denomina-
tion. often used to different ends – be they political, 
nationalist, strategic, or social – the archetypal story 
of rising up against oppression or injustice has been 
used at various points of iranian history to help con-
struct and reinforce a national identity. 

in the 1930s, Reza Shah banned Muharram rituals 
such as parades and passion plays, concerned that 
these could be used to mobilize the people to demon-
strate. Throughout the 1970s, growing discontent with 
the regime saw his son Mohammad Reza Shah invar-
iably cast as hussein’s killer, yazid, during the yearly 
Muharram ceremonies, with the iranian people play-
ing the supporters of hussein. The transnational 
tropes of the Battle of Karbala did not have time to 
gather any dust before they were trotted out again, 
less than a decade later, during the iran-iraq war.  
A cruel tyrant who had strayed from the faith (in this 
case, Saddam hussein, the secular Baathist, fit the bill 
like a glove) attacked an innocent, deeply religious 
population (as the iranians saw themselves). Faith 
and national identity were once again conflated with 
numbing efficiency as hundreds of thousands of young 
iranian men, inspired by the example of hussein ibn 
Ali, the prince of martyrdom, chose death by going 
to the iran-iraq front.

TA’Zieh 

At the heart of the various rituals and rites that make 
up Muharram is ta’zieh, a passion play that re-enacts 
the Battle of Karbala. considered to be the only native 
drama in the Muslim world before the arrival of west-
ern theatre in the nineteenth century with imperial-
ism, ta’zieh continues to play a far more important 

oRcheSTRA oF gRieF

every year, Shi’as around the globe – from Lebanon to 
iraq, iran to pakistan and all the way to Aceh, the north-
ern tip of Sumatra – commemorate the martyrdom of 
hussein ibn Ali, the prophet’s grandson, during the 
month of Muharram in what elias canetti has called ‘an 
orchestra of grief’. Marches, drum beats, drama, dirges, 
and, perhaps most importantly, weeping, build to a 
climax on Ashura (tenth, denoting the day of the month 
of hussein’s death). yet, despite – or perhaps because 
of – this intense public display of mourning, a palpable 
sense of exhilaration or even joy permeates the rituals. 
often circumscribed in countries such as iran, public 
space comes alive with the air of a street party.

The Shi’A SAMBA

Scholars of Shi’ism, from Seyyed hossein Nasr to 
henry corbin, have often pointed out the unlikely 
affinities between Shi’ism and catholicism, from the 
idea of transubstantiation to the proliferation of saints 
and their veneration (not to mention the twelve apos-
tles vs the twelve imams). we can add another spoke 
to this wheel, for in many ways, Muharram resembles 
carnival, but in reverse. 

while the Shi’ite holy month focuses on mourning, 
carnival is a celebration. in the former, men and wom-
en refrain from wearing colours and opt instead for 
various shades of black, while the latter presents the 
exact opposite, a Technicolor explosion including a 
whole pantone range of skin and flesh rarely, if ever, 
witnessed in the Muslim world. in Rio de Janeiro, the 
drum beats to an Afro-Brazilian rhythm of batucada 
samba, heavily featuring percussions, while in the 
streets of Tehran, the drums play second fiddle, or 
rather a dirge of droning and mourning. Though heavy 
and hypnotic, the Muharram percussions provide an 
amplified baseline to the sinezani (chest-beating), 
zanjirzani (self-flagellation with chains), or in rare cas-
es, qamazani (gashing the forehead with the sword). 

FRieNDShip oF NATioNS
Reverse Joy, 2012 – present 
Lecture-performance, New Museum, 
New york, 2012

Dear 1979, Meet 1989 on RiverBeds, 2011
wood, kilim rugs, archive of books. 85 × 270 × 320 cm  
installation view at eastside projects, Birmingham
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A Polish flag laid over an EP of Huey Lewis’ 1980s hit ‘Hip to 
Be Square’ and a Kazimir Malevich signature (in decidedly 
Polish orthography) celebrate the cliché of the plodding  
Pole by redeeming the methodical, slow-burn nature of the 
Solidarność strike movement. The seemingly saccharine  
and innocuous pop song is reinvested with the radicalism  
of the normal and unsexy, the ‘square’ in English slang, as a 
successful case study and precedent for other movements  
of civil disobedience. 

An unofficial motto of Poland, ‘W imię Boga za Naszą i Waszą 
Wolność’ (In the Name of God, For Your Freedom and Ours) 
has been appropriated by peoples all around the world in 
their struggles for self-determination. Featuring both Russian 
and Polish in its original iteration, the poster is a complex  
nod to the fate binding two countries whose history has been 
contentious to say the least. By translating the original into 
Persian and reinstating the Russian, In the Name of God  
addresses the transnational, if not transcendental, nature of 
this phrase, aiming to rescue it from the jaws of parochial or 
imperial instrumentalization.

in the Name of god, 2013
Acrylic paint, linen, cotton, 112 × 108 cm 

hip to be Square, 2010
original vinyl and sleeve, marker, screenprint, 18 × 18 cm
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Mystical protest, 2011
Luminous paint, Muharram fabric, fluorescent lights colour sleeves, cotton, 240 × 620 × 15 cm
ujazdowski castle centre for contemporary Art, warsaw, 2016
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From the basic building block of food – bread – to the ideo-
logical stand-in for socialism, it could be argued that wheat 
emits a sacred, almost atavistic aura, and not just in Slavic 
countries. Established in 1925, Bank Sepah, Iran’s first bank, 
today sports a logo combining the stylized lettering for ‘Allah’, 
as found on the flag of the Islamic Republic, surrounded by 
a wreath of tulips on the left and by a stalk of wheat on the 
right. This inadvertent tribute to the crest of the USSR, whose 
hammer and sickle are surrounded by two stalks of wheat, 
would make Iran’s Revolutionary Guards, the inheritors of the 
Army Pension Fund at the origin of Bank Sepah, drop their 
collective jaws. Wheat’s rare ability to combine the seemingly 
incommensurate – communism and Islam – can be found 
even on the logo of the Army of the Guardians of the Islamic 
Revolution, where a stalk of wheat sticks out of a resistance 
fighter’s sleeve, above the Kalashnikov.

wheat Mollah, 2011
wheat, cotton, brick, 25 × 45 × 35 cm  
installation view at 10th Sharjah Biennial 

pre-write your history, 2011
wheat, colour gels, fluorescent lights, 840 × 220 cm 
installation view at Kunstverein München
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shape of flowers or simple pom-poms. The 
austere geometry of some recalls the geo-
desic obsessions of Buckminster Fuller, al-
beit more vernacular, with the earthy mate-
rial more spinstress than systems theorist. 
other pająks look like exploded stars: taking 
o v e r  t h e  
entire ceiling, they function as full-fledged 
interiors rather than mere decoration. Meant 
as symbols of fertility, if one were to judge 
by the sheer scope of shapes and scales 
found, the pająk is indeed a bounteous  
medium.

Like a votive, sometimes sprawling from 
the centre of the ceiling, or at other times 
delicately dangling in the sacred corner of 
a room, the pająk celebrates the yearly  
harvest with charmingly pantheist panache. 
Straw, wheat, reed, or even dried beans make 
up the delightfully intricate skeletal struc-
tures. wreaths of wheat are carried in pro-
cessions such as the dożynki (a harvest 
festival) and laid out in the fields or installed 
in the local church. wheat is the most prom-
inent of elements making up the mytholog-

Solidarność  
pająk Studies

‘Mouth to Mouth’, 2016, Installation view at 
Ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary Art, 
Warsaw

By most metrics, crafts are slow. whether 
it’s the emphasis on intricate handiwork or 
the disruptive anachronism of the artisan in 
a post-industrial society, craft’s personifi-
cation would be the grandmother to the 
young whippersnapper that art imagines 
itself to be. By jamming time, though, craft 
can open up a space to not only make and 
produce otherwise but also to think differ-
ently. 

originally a pagan tradition, the pająk, as 
its name in polish indicates, hangs like a spi-
der in homes across poland. every autumn, 
according to local custom, poles craft a pająk 
from found materials to give thanks for  
the year’s harvest. equally ephemeral ma-
terials – tissue paper, hollow egg shells, 
ribbons, etc. – serve as ornaments in the 

FRieNDShip oF NATioNS

ical constellation of Мать Земля (Mother 
earth), the collective term for Slavic deities 
connected to life cycles such as growth, 
birth, and more specifically harvest. The 
ukrainian Дідух (grandfather spirit), an age-
old tradition of weaving a staff with wheat 
not unlike the dożynki, provides the gene-
alogical force – the staff representing one’s 
ancestry as a talisman. 

we identified in the pająk a testimony  
to the painstaking diligence and delicate 
nature of compromise crucial to the polish 
precedent of civil disobedience. Though 
lacking in the dramatic aesthetic that char-
acterized a germany divided by the wall or 
the violence of ceausescu’s fall in Romania, 
it was poland of the 1980s – employing a deft 
mix of compromise and self-limitation – 
which was largely responsible for jump-start-
ing, and most importantly, maintaining the 
momentum of the civil disobedience  
movements that eventually brought down 
communism across eastern europe. The 
often-overlooked story is one of diligence, 
moderation, and slowness – a bona fide tri-
fecta of polishness. 

The renewed interest in crafts as a con-
sumer object and creative activity in recent 
years has been amplified by an accompany-
ing disillusionment with modernity. The 
pająk for example acts as a model of anti- 
modernism – the relentless ricochet of look-
ing backwards in order to advance more 
boldly forward – in so far as it commemo-
rates the past, in the form of an offering for 
the crop’s yield, and benediction for the 
future, that is, the harvest of the forthcom-
ing year. This is not, however, a new phe-
nomenon: in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, many movements 
looked to crafts as a bulwark against the 
anonymity at the heart of modernity’s prom-
ised internationalism. if włodzimierz Sokor-
ski (1908–1999), then the vice minister of 
culture in poland, described craft and folk 
art as ‘richly national, perpetually creative 
and deeply shaped by class, the antithesis 
of “docile cosmopolitanism” and “fossil-like 
formalism”’, our Solidarność Pająk Studies 
aim to bridge this divide, snapping authen-
ticity away from the jaws of parochialism.

Via discursive or formal integrations of 
iranian Shi’a culture, the Solidarność Pająk 
series does not so much creolize a tradition 
as exhume and activate the heterogeneity 
within craft itself. in Study No. 3, flowers  
are replaced with the wool bangles tradi-
tionally adorning persian carpets; in Study 
No. 1, reeds form the outline of the Allah 
emblem of the islamic Republic of iran.

excerpt from Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi'ite 
Showbiz (London: Book works, 2013)

Solidarność Pająk Study 6, 2011, christmas 
balls, wool, velvet ribbon, pattern trim, fringe 
trim, steel, 80 × 40 × 40 cm

Solidarność Pająk Study 2, 2011, acrylic 
yarn, beads, string crochet, fringe trim, 
wool, steel, 100 × 60 × 60 cm

Solidarność pająk Study 5, 2011
christmas tree, colour gels, fluorescent light, dimensions variable. 
installation view at Kiosk, ghent



78 79
Solidarność pająk Study 10, 2016
copper, brass, aluminum, waxed cord,  
90.5 × 50 × 50 cm 

Solidarność pająk Study 3, 2011 
Acrylic yarn, cordon thread, metal beads, string crochet, 
fringe trim, wool, ribbons, steel, 80 × 40 × 40 cm

Solidarność pająk Study 8, 2011
acrylic yarn, cordon thread, plastic beads,  
string crochet, steel, 80 × 40 × 40 cm

Solidarność pająk Study 9, 2013
copper, thread, fishing line,  
100 × 90 × 90 cm

Solidarność pająk Study 7, 2011
christmas balls, wood prayer beads,  
string, steel, 90 × 60 × 60 cm 
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Using the rear window of a Polski Fiat 126, a legendary car 
manufactured in communist Poland, Weeping Window features 
the antimodernist trope – looking backwards at history but 
moving forwards towards the future – that has become a 
trademark of sorts of Slavs and Tatars’ practice. From Sartre’s 
description of Baudelaire as driving forward but with an eye  
on the rear-view mirror, to Walter Benjamin’s ‘Angel of History’ 
propelled to the future but facing the rubble of the past,  
the anti-modern is perhaps best exemplified by Molla Nasred-
din, the twelfth-century wise man-cum-fool often depicted 
riding backward on his donkey. The text – ‘Khajda Khłopaki’ –  
roughly translates as ‘Let’s go, boys!’ in an archaic Polish, an 
exhortation to advance forward despite glancing backwards.

weeping window, 2012
Rear windshield, acrylic paint, LeD lights, 55 × 143 × 10 cm

Solidarność pająk Study 1, 2011
Straw, thread, Muharram banner, steel rod, 100 × 100 × 60 cm
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79.89.09., 2009 – present
Lecture-performance, Triumph gallery, Moscow, 2009

Just as the anti-communist Solidarność 
Walcząca used the royal eagle, banned 
from official Polish insignia during com-
munist rule, as an act of defiance to mar-
tial law, Inrising looks to the simorgh, 
the mythical Persian bird and Sufi sym-
bol as a sign of solidarity, albeit in a less 
socio-economic and more mystical un-
derstanding of the term. The simorgh 
figures heavily in literary works such as 
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and Attar’s Con-
ference of the Birds: here the literary 
trope has been translated into a Polish 
craft technique of intricate paper cut-outs 
known as wycinanki.

inrising (No. 1) and (No. 4), 2017
paper, textile, frame, 44.5 × 39.5 cm
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juxtaposing multiple layers from the textual and intertextual 
interventions to verbal acrobatics and esoteric sound-letters, 
from visual juxtapositions of oddly unexpected referents to 
toponymical mappings, from the deeply erudite and abstract 
to the carefully crafted and artisanal, and most compellingly 
from ‘high’ to ‘low’. The thought provoking, even shocking 
juxtapositions in their practice of such polarities as the mun-
dane and the profound, the sublime and the kitsch, the static 
and the dynamic render Slavs and Tatars the masters of obser-
vation, akin in many ways to the working methods and research 
outcomes of an ethnographer or an anthropologist.

Slavs and Tatars’ Munich project served to investigate, 
among other interests, ‘mysticism, languages and conflictual 
geographies’. Their particular phrasing underscores the way 

Slavs and Tatars’ work does not stop at unearthing specific regional, transregion-
al, artistic and religious histories so much as demonstrating their very contention 
through the realities of displacement, political and cultural transfer. 

In Damascus, the Sayyidah Zaynab mosque and shrine is one of many extant 
examples of such ‘conflictual geographies’ of contention and displacement,  
refracted at every turn in Slavs and Tatars’ manifold practice. The Shi’ite Muslim 
community believes that Zaynab, the daughter of Imam Ali, the first Shi’ite Imam, 
and Fatima, the daughter of Muhammad, was buried here. As the daughter of  
Ali, she is revered by Shi’ite Muslims while as the granddaughter of the Prophet, 
yet she is also qualified for reverence among the Sunni Muslims; hence, another 
shrine to her, at the competing site of her burial in Cairo. 

To the Shi’ite community, the Damascene mosque-shrine remains among the 
holiest on the community’s map of pilgrimage and piety, a status further fortified 
by the presence of another burial, that of Sayyidah Roqayya (Sukayna), the 
daughter of Imam Hussein, son of Ali, who died at the age of four in the aftermath 
of the martyrdom of Hussein and his companions in Karbala.2 These sites, col-
lectively, present the imprint of a mental as well as the physical mapping of 
sanctity that has connected Iran, Iraq and Syria since as early as the first century 
of the history of Islam.3 In the 1980s, when the Iran-Iraq War made pilgrimage  
to the Shi’ite shrines in Najaf and Karbala impossible, Damascus Shi’ite burials 
assumed renewed urgency with the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
investing resources into building campaigns that date to the early 1990s to cel-
ebrate and accommodate Iranian Shi’ite pilgrimages to these ‘safer’ sites.

A visit I took to the Sayyidah Zaynab mosque and shrine in a southern suburb 
of Damascus in March 2010 sparked a sense of recognition vis-à-vis Slavs and 
Tatars’ own research and artistic practice. Larger and more elaborate, the mosque-
shrine complex at Sayyidah Zaynab reflects Iranian patronage in its architectural 
style, with its turquoise-blue glazed tiles sheathing the façades, its gold-clad 
drum and dome over the shrine recalling the dome profile of Imam Riza shrine in 
Mashhad in northeastern Iran, Its interior decoration comprises mirror-mosaics 
filling the inner sanctum around the zarih, and a sepulcher encased with grid-like 
metal mesh that allows the tomb to be seen but not directly touched [Fig. 1]. The 
shrine is especially meaningful to women making rituals of pilgrimage in search 
of healing. For those seeking sacred intercession on behalf of the devotees, the 

In 2011, Slavs and Tatars were invited as one of five faculty members for a summer 
school held at Kunstverein Munich under the rubric of ‘Group Affinity’. The cur-
riculum was modeled on a participatory and non-hierarchical structure of learn-
ing that blurred all kinds of boundaries – between teacher and student, art and 
non-art, theory and practice. In the case of Slavs and Tatars, within the interactive 
working relationship and investigative approach within the group, students  
became faculty as well, and ‘in-house’ research and discussions focused on 
non-inscribed ‘traditionalist’ practices especially of women. It also entailed the 
group working in the ‘field’ harvesting wheat and then hanging sheaves of it from 
the ceiling of the exhibition space, installing green neon lights, and arranging 
seating areas with carpets, books and other quotidian objects. Their month-long 
exhibition ‘The Age of the Antimodern’ – subtitled ‘Be nought, be nought, be 
nought so that you will be, will be, will be forever’ – explored in ways that con-
found divisions between fine and applied art, lived experience and received 
history, histories of women’s visitations to tombs and of traditional culture.

The cult-like pilgrimage to shrines of Shi’ite and Sufi (venerated mystics) per-
sonages in Central Asia and Iran constituted one strand of their research. These 
‘tombs’ tend to be either small buildings over indistinct and not securely docu-
mented burial place of an oft-unknown holy personage, or mark the spot where 
a tree had grown out of the site presumably of a saintly burial. ‘The Age of the 
Antimodern’ further explored other profoundly emotional responses in Shi’ite 
rituals of mourning to the flags, alam (intricately worked metal objects) and 
wooden objects carried in mourning processionals and installed at shrines, and 
intensely passionate expressions of grief. These traditional practices of female 
piety and devotion to shrines in Sufi Islam constituted part of the intellectual 
history of traditionalism, and the Slavs and Tatars research into methods of display 
of sacred and holy material. They expanded their enquiry further into such topics 
as the notion of ‘mystical substitution’ in Christian and Muslim practices and  
included profoundly spiritual imagery and phantasmagoric concepts associated 
with birds in Eurasian politics and poetry. Internal meditative states and search-
ing explorations of The Conference of the Birds by the Persian Sufi poet Farid 
al-Din Attar (1145–1220) and the esoteric anti-establishment aesthetics of the 
French novelist Joris-Karl Huysmans (1848–1907) inspired ‘The Age of the Anti-
modern’ project and exhibition.

In his The Location of Culture (1994) the academic Homi Bhabha refers to a 
threshold of the ‘beyond’: a time-place that ‘is neither a new horizon, nor a leaving 
behind of the past’,1 and where the past and the future intermingle and inform 
one another. Through publications, exhibitions and lecture-performances, Slavs 
and Tatars reinvent the ephemerality of experience and fixity of made objects by 

Sussan Babaie

geographies of the ‘Beyond’

Fig 1 Interior of the holy shrine of Sayyida 
Zeynab, Damascus

2
Yasser Tabbaa, ‘Invented Pieties: The Rediscovery 
and Rebuilding of the Shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya  
in Damascus, 1975–2006’ Artibus Asiae Vol. 67, No. 1, 
in Pearls from Water. Rubies from Stone. Studies 
in Islamic Art in Honor of Priscilla Soucek. Part II 
(2007): 95–112.

3
Moojan Momen, An Introduction to Shi'i Islam: 
The History and Doctrines of Twelver Shi'ism 
(1985).

1
Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (1994).

Participants in ‘Group Affinity’, Kunstverein 
Munich, 2011
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tales – inspired the publication Molla Nasreddin: The Magazine That Would’ve, 
Could’ve, Should’ve (2011). With its comic-book style of imagery and seemingly 
popular format as a magazine it could be mistaken for children books. But as a 
‘poking’ exercise in cultural crevices the work straddled linguistic zones of local 
autonomy and colonial appropriations of the folklore of different peoples. The 
Turkish of Turkey as well as its Azeri and Uzbek variations and the Persian of  
Iran as well as the Tajik variant are pitched in visual and linguistic terms against 
colonial Russian. This is not necessarily a magazine to read for its narrative con-
tent or its storytelling appeal, although they are also fully informative and enter-
taining; more to the point is that it serves as a repository of serious reflections  
on colonialism and the tensions between lost memories and the colonists’ inter-
ventions toward their recovery.

The research-based approach in Slavs and Tatars’ practice makes their work 
authentic to historical knowledge while also utterly creative of new horizons of 
experience of the modern spheres within which women, for instance, visit those 
same shrines today, and where people still read Molla Nasreddin or Joha stories. 
Nothing specific in much of their work describes or hinges on the historical hab-
its that are often accessed through art, artifact, space, ritual, sound, of letters and 
words, or any other life practice Slavs and Tatars target for research and reflection. 
Instead, they excavate the undercurrents of utterly familiar cultural habits by 
focusing on a region that is actually quite vast but strangely interwoven: a fabric 
of threads of every colour and texture and thickness. To attempt an exercise so 

culturally pervasive, self-reflexive, and strangely urgent whilst 
espousing such banalities as the sound of guttural enuncia-
tions of the letter  [kh] underpins the compelling and multi-
disciplinary practice of Slavs and Tatars. That exercise of 
daily speech is turned into the curious and hugely entertain-
ing publication Khhhhhhh (2012) – which makes perfect 
sense if you know that modern Turks make fun of modern 
Iranians and Arabs for actually using their tongue-muscle to 
activate their voice boxes from the back of the throat.

Slavs and Tatars’ publications are among their most com-
pelling works, investing a great deal of creative thinking about 
the written, the spoken and the seen in the cultures of Islam. 
Some, like the Molla Nasreddin, are drawn from popular 
culture; others like Mirrors for Princes (2014) tap into an 
important medieval literary genre, especially in the Persian 
language. Among most famous of such texts is Siyasatnama 
by the great Seljuq vizier Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092), a work that 
inspired monarchs and mendicants alike, by a figure under 
whose patronage some of the greatest monuments to medi-
eval Persian architecture and statesmanship were con- 
structed. That such texts had far reaching reverberations in 
medieval social life and implicated poets and mystics, rulers 
and artists is known to the historian but is rarely sublimated 
within contemporary artistic practice. The project as con-
ceived in a series of exhibitions (2014–16) and a book (2015) 
brings together an admixture of serious scholarship in essays 

zarih provides a tangible intermediary object, to be touched, 
kissed, held onto in supplication, and adorned with personal 
objects as banal as a ribbon tied to the banister poles of the 
zarih as somatic markers of the pilgrim on the shrine. More 
substantive gifts, often of valuable personal jewelry, gold 
and silver coins and banknotes, are thrown into the ‘cage’ 
around the sepulcher as offerings in exchange for the saintly 
intercession. Women clambering to reach the zarih, sobbing 
and muttering supplications, encapsulate the experience of 
the site. This place exists on a map that connects with Qum  
or Mashhad, the always busy Shi’ite shrines in Iran, and not 
with the impressions of genteel and cosmopolitan secular 
Damascus, before it fell into civil war in 2011. [Fig. 2] The juxta-
position of the two heightened the experience of displace-
ment; this was the experience of the ‘beyond’ peculiar to the inseparability of 
such contradictions as banality and profundity, sacrality and profanity that  
Slavs and Tatars capture in their juxtapositions of objects of kitsch alongside 
evocations of spaces of devotion or experiences of transmission

In the performances, installations and writings of Slavs and Tatars I find echoes 
of the strangeness of the shrine’s own post-modern kitsch, and hybrid references 
to an ‘authentic’ past. I linger on this to make a point about how the practice of 
Slavs and Tatars can inform a historian’s ways of seeing and experiencing. The 
intermingling of the authentic emotionality of piety and its overly dramatized 
performance in Damascus implicates the historian as much as the pilgrim. I too 
donned a borrowed chador, left my shoes at the threshold, hid my heavy camera 
with its sensitive lens under the cover, pushed my way through and was shuffled 
along by the sweaty bodies of the women who spoke Arabic, Persian, Turkish,  
as well as Iranian and Turkic dialects I did not recognize. There, too, I realized the 
bizarreness of a scholarly lens cast onto the anthropology and art of pilgrimage, 
and the spatial and visual intersections of it with the overwhelmingly emotional 
practice of that group of pilgrims, all women, and all moving in every direction 
around the zarih, myself joining them. My secret camera stashed a few images 
through the opening of my chador, trying to convey the fleeting sensory expe-
rience of that uncomfortable place between what could be all at once authentic 
and shambolic in emotions, on the one hand, and a mockery of the theatrics of 
piety, on the other – those I have learned from Slavs and Tatars to be openings 
onto historical vistas.

In Slavs and Tatars’ PraySway (2015), gigantic strings of prayer beads are hung 
from the ceiling as functioning swings, defying their ‘authentic’ use for prayerful 
contemplation, while carpets – seemingly also a reference to prayer rugs – are 
spread on a giant rahla, the wooden bookstand ordinarily used to hold a copy  
of the Qur’an. Rahla is not necessarily a sacred object but because of its associ-
ation with the Holy Book of Islam (or other books important enough to be given 
their own stand), its deployment in such instances, as also in Zulf (2014)  – where 
human hair is draped over the book stand – serve as evocations of bizarre but 
believably familiar ritual and religious performances.

Stories of the archetypal clever scoundrel of West and Central Asia – known 
as Molla Nasreddin in Turkic and Persian contexts, and as Joha in Arabic folk  

Fig 2 Shrine of Fatimeh Ma’sumeh (sister of  
Imam Reza) with tombs of the Safavid Shahs Safi 
and Abbas II in its vicinity, Qum

Top: Long Live Long Live! Death to Death to!, 2011 
Bottom: ‘Friendship of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz’, 2011
Installation views at 10th Sharjah Biennial
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that were highly sought after commodities in Europe. Polish nobility became  
a major client of a class of specially woven carpets and silk embroidered sashes 
that connected Iran and Poland in the seventeenth century. This jarring jumble 
of names and rephrasing of the terms of adulation in the Friendship of Nations: 
Polish Shi’ite Showbiz capitalizes on the historical connections between the two. 
Polish-Persian also taps into Catholic regard for the Shi’ite practice of Islam in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as the ‘true’ Islam, with the analogous claim 
that that Catholicism was the true expression of Christianity. That degree of eru-
dition intermixed with an artistic practice that is open to the visuality the global 
contemporary tends to abhor and dismiss as kitsch – of the popular piety or of 
traditional crafts – is a hallmark of the platform Slavs and Tatars have devised.

I return to my mirror-mosaic interiors of Shi’ite shrines to suggest that Slavs 
and Tatars have generated narratives that are open to those I generate as a his-
torian of art and architecture. To look at the mirror work Resist Resisting God 
(2009), in which one has to move from side to side to see the words, is an oppor-
tunity to rethink a historical predilection in Shi’ite Persian architecture for mirror 
mosaics that began to emerge especially in the seventeenth-century shrines in 
Safavid Iran. Together with those in Qum or Damascus, these represent most 
extravagant assemblies of small mirrors set into complex patterns that cover the 
entire surfaces inside and sometimes outside of these shrines. By considering 
Slavs and Tatars’ Resist Resisting God I have extended new research into figuring 
out a way to speak of a strategy of visuality, the mechanisms of looking that under-
gird the making of piety and its performance in architectural and visual terms, and 
in terms of mimesis and mirroring of the images of moving bodies within these 
Shi’ite sacred precincts. 

Their hospitality to forms of otherness – whether historically distant sources 
like the advice genre in literature, prayer objects associated with popular pieties, 
unfamiliar sounds drawn from strangely hybridized Turko-Persian languages – 
such distantly familiar but ill-fitting the expectations of a ‘modern’ view of art 
provoke thinking in new ways about artefacts and arts, performances and prac-
tices of piety and traditions of popular belief. 

Here, then, Slavs and Tatars’ unabashedly open-ended queries into piety give 
space to narratives of contention within the secularized and sanitized environment 
of contemporary art. Such an enquiry generously engages with seemingly kitsch 
objects, activities or sites of popular devotion otherwise deemed unworthy of 
serious artistic or theoretical thinking. Slavs and Tatars do not mock the popular; 
they take on its big themes with kindness and deep commitment.

and bizarrely complex reflections on the ‘genre of medieval 
advice literature as a starting point from which to discuss 
fate, fortune and governance, difference as generosity, mam-
mary politics, grooming and voice-over translations’. I seri-
ously doubt if the eminent scholars who wrote essays for  
the book side of the project launched their investigation on 
those platforms. Siyasatnama was never intended to be fun-
ny but the text is not without humor, advising not only on 
the ethics of rule or chivalry, but also on how to use a napkin 
or sit on a cushion or wrap a sash around one’s waist. Siyasat-
nama, as much as other works of Slavs and Tatars, disrupts 
the positivist expectations of historical action, including in 
art’s history, by the ‘antimodern’ strategies in their practice. 
This deliberate hyper-extension of the historical source  
material offers in turn an analytical position that allows an art historian to delve 
into an ‘original’ site from an equally ‘antimodern’ point of view, learning from 
Slavs and Tatars ways to complicate the relationship of past to present.

Rigorously researched but playfully reconfigured histories of seemingly odd 
groupings through syncretism, linguistic guttural diacritics, toponyms, forgotten 
figures from intellectual history underscore the work of Slavs and Tatars. Friendship 
of Nations is one of those cases where Slavs and Tatars recover and recast unex-
pectedly intertwined histories. Starting in 1942, some 116,000 Polish refugees – 
including 41,000 mostly women and children and about 5,000–6,000 Polish  
Jews – were transferred to Iran where they found haven from Soviet labor camps 
in Siberia and Kazakhstan.4 The refugees arrived when Iran was facing great many 
difficulties – the Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran had forced Muhammad Reza Shah 
Pahlavi to abdicate in 1941. It is a bright mark of modern Iranian history that despite 
food shortages and political upheavals, the Polish refugees were openly received 
by Iranians and Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (1941–79), and were housed in 
mansions and palaces in several cities among them Isfahan. Isfahan had received 
so many Polish children deported from Soviet orphanages that it became, for  
a short time, known as the ‘City of Polish Children.’

It is this history and its traces in Iranian and Polish memory that Friendship 
of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz taps into. Carefully crafted banners, woven by 
Polish seamstresses whose mastery is deployed in making Catholic processional 
banners, on the one hand, and tailors and embroiders on Tehran’s Nasser Khosrow 
Street who make banners for the Shi’ite Muharram processionals, on the other, 
stitch together two seemingly distinct traditions that are in fact the fabric of 
deeply interlinked memories. With garish colour schemes, large embroidered 
patterns and velvety patches rendered in Arabic script, the Persian phrase Lahistan 
nesf-i jahan, ‘Poland Half the World’, references the Polish refugees in Isfahan. 
The phrase trips over, inverts and jumbles the famous adage in Persian Esfahan 
nesf-i jahan, a moniker for the city of Isfahan which had become in the seventeenth 
century one of the most cosmopolitan cities in early modern period, and was 
already celebrated, self-consciously by its own denizens and historians, as con-
stituting half the world. Once the capital of the Safavid Empire (1501–1722) to 
which European envoys and trade representatives flocked for many lucrative 
deals to be made but especially for Persian raw silk, her woven textiles and carpets 

Resist Resisting God, 2009, mirror mosaic,  
plaster, wood, 100 × 150 × 10 cm

4
For the Polish refugees in Iran, see Sylwia  
Surdykowska, In the Archive of Memory: The  
Fate of Poles and Iranians in the Second World 
War. Warsaw: University of Warsaw, 2014 and 
Parisa Damandan, The Children of Isfahan: Polish 
Refugees in Iran. Tehran: Nazarpub, 2010.

‘Mirrors for Princes’, 2015  
Installation view at IMA, Brisbane
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NoT MoScow 
NoT MeccA

Not Moscow Not Mecca is an investigation of syncretism:  
the combination or amalgamation of distinct beliefs, religions, 
images, languages, or politics. A syncretic politics may fall  
outside of any left-right opposition, while a syncretic religion 
exists as trace elements of many familiar religions, from the  
many vestigial pagan elements of christianity to the incorpora-
tion of Shinto religion into Buddhism.

in this cycle, the group attempted to offer a syncretic ‘third way’ 
between the two major geopolitical heavyweights of the twen-
tieth and twenty-first centuries: communism and islam. Slavs 
and Tatars examine the way these hybrid genealogies could be 
told from the perspective of the region’s fruits: from the persim-
mon to the mulberry, from the melon to the pomegranate. The 
history of the region’s flora moves beyond the anthropomorphic 
focus on historical personages of a region. At the Secession in 
Vienna, a platform of real, edible fruits was installed, along with 
fake ones – to be read, experienced, and tasted – intended as  
a form of hagiography. 
 The work Never Give Up the Fruit (2012) looks to xinjiang, 
the historical home of the uighurs, and the only part of central  
Asia historically under chinese rather than Russian rule. other 
works examine the watermelon as a cultural commodity of 
fraught provenance and transfer, with overtones of otherness 
and those individuals and groups feared by europeans. Not 
Moscow Not Mecca further elaborates on the artists’ idea of 
regional specificity as a foil, in a dialectics of replacement they 
call a ‘faculty of substitution’, where a circuitous methodology 
is preferred to the shortest route or path of least resistance.

Stalinist policy towards Central Asia – ‘To Moscow Not Mecca’ 
– aimed at replacing Islam with communism amongst the 
belief systems of the local Muslim population of the Soviet 
Union. Not Moscow Not Mecca chooses not to choose between 
the two major narratives of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, that is, revolutionary communism or of political 
Islam. Instead, each of the Triangulation stone road markers 
brings together a resolutely secular city with one known for 
its sacred importance in Islam.

Triangulation (Not Moscow Not Mecca), 2011
Triangulation (Not Juan Les pins Not Jerusalem), 2011
Triangulation (Not New york Not Najaf), 2011
Triangulation (Not Berlin Not Bukhara), 2011
concrete, paint, 27 × 24 × 23 cm (each)
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Mysteries are intrinsically esoteric, and as such 
are an offense to democracy: is not publicity  
a democratic principle? – Norman O. Brown

Few people dare mention Marx and Mohammed in 
the same breath. For, what on earth (or in heaven, 
avec ou sans the 72 houris) could an atheistic eco-
nomic and political philosophy have to do with  
a religion dedicated to the worship of the one and 
unique god? Does the former not continue to be  
the darling of leftists, who (like philandering partners, 
unwilling to make a clean break) keep coming back 
for one last chance, only to prolong the pain of all 
parties – while the latter takes pride in its tradition-
alist, some would say reactionary positions on a range 
of issues? Rare are the legs, but rarer yet are the heart 
and mind that can do splits. it is precisely such mental 
and mystical acrobatics that sweep us as Slavs and 
Tatars, not to mention Khazars, Bashkirs, Karakalpaks, 
and uighurs, off our feet. 

Between the twin towers of communism and islam 
lies a region alternatively called Ma wâra al nahr,  
Transoxiana, greater Khorasan, Turkestan, or simply 
central Asia. Like us, it too belongs to too many peo-
ples and places at once, caught between imperial 
Russia and Statist china, chinggisid and Sharia laws, 
sedentary and nomadic tribes, Turkic, persian, and 
Russian languages – not to mention Arabic, Latin, and 
cyrillic alphabets. As Maria elisabeth Louw writes, 
‘[t]he stubborn enchantedness of the world is perhaps 
most telling in the parts of the world where the con-
crete efforts to disenchant it were extraordinarily 
organized and profound’. we turn to this ‘country 
beyond the river’ (Amu Darya, aka the oxus) in an 
effort to research the potential for progressive agency 
in islam. in a land considered historically instrumen-
tal in the development of the faith, but nonetheless 
marginalized in our oft-amnesiac era, its approach  
to pedagogy, to the sacred, and to modernity itself 
offers a much-needed model of critical thinking and 
commensurate being.

Like our hero, Molla Nasreddin, and his twenty-first 
century protégé Ali g, we believe in the efficacy of 
asking stupid questions about otherwise sophisti-
cated subject matter. if islam is categorically over-
looked and dismissed as reactionary, and if it is kept 
at bay by secular intellectuals and moderate Muslims 
alike, then surely it provides fertile ground for resus-
citating the very roots and shoots of a progressive 
agency. To borrow from the more mundane, profane, 
if not entirely discredited, world of finance: the  
greater the risk, the greater the reward. 

For those of us inclined towards big brushstrokes 
(alas, we are not painters, but polemicists), the world 
could be quite easily divided into yeS people and  
No people. Despite a penchant for the critical, we sit 
squarely in the camp of the former: ‘yes’ just slides 
off the palate. our big, beaming eyes say it before  
our lips know any better. with age, it has slowly 
dawned on us that enthusiasm could only take us so 
far. eager to touch the blaze of ardour with our pre-
cocious, pudgy fingers, we discovered disappoint-
ment before we knew how to read, write, or say it. 
with a register of adult feelings comes adult words. 

inevitably, we learn of the existence of such heart-
breaking hyphenations as ‘over-committed’. with 
plenty to spare in childhood, time’s arched spine 
flattens in later years under the weight of its dwin-
dling supply. For such innocent but affable folk, the 
secret handshake of adulthood is sealed by the  
ability to push the tongue to the roof of one’s mouth 
and utter: ‘No’. 

Set against the Atlanticist penchant for the posi-
tive, the negative builds steam as it moves eastwards 
amongst a whole array – or rather, an increasingly 
disarrayed – set of nations until it hits a brick wall of 
impenetrability, courtesy of a quintessentially Russian 
expression: ‘да нет’. Literally meaning ‘yes no,’ when 
you get to the bottom of it, ‘да нет’ actually means 
just plain ‘no’. we would like, however, to divert  
this expression, kidnap it, indulge it, give it a dollop 
of the Stockholm syndrome and release it into the 
world to rage both ‘yes!’ and ‘No!’ with one steady, 
repeated breath, a zikr of sorts, thereby fulfilling its 
etymological dreams – not to mention our own.

The increasingly rapid pace of individualism is 
nothing new to us – if anything, we’ve been complic-
it in the romance. willingly swept up off our feet, 
landing prostrate at the altar of acceleration, we  
often confound individualism with lofty notions of 
democracy, freedom, and happiness. contrary to the 
creeds that pass for wisdom today, it is often only by 
adopting the innermost thoughts, experiences,  
beliefs, and sensations of another as one’s own  
that one can achieve a semblance of awareness. As 
Richard N. Frye says, ‘just as in fine arts, we find  
individual biography in the west, so collective biog-
raphy is the hallmark of the east’. The Faculty of  
Substitution attempts to redress this imbalance by 
playfully, intimately, and formally suggesting a  
recalibration: of registers, speeds, and form. we look 

at substitution – from al-badaliya to the anti-modern, 
from la reversibilité to mystical protest. how can 
indirection – looking at something else as a prism 
onto the chosen subject of study, going somewhere 
else that initially might not seem relevant, instead  
of directly heading towards one’s destination –  
challenge the very notion of distance as the shortest 
length between two points? There is some sass in  
this circuity: why go straight for the kill when you can 
circle it, tease it, taunt it out of its strict semantics? 

Accordingly, Not Moscow Not Mecca tells the 
collective story of syncretism – of central Asia – from 
the perspective not of the fauna but rather the flora. 
More topographic, if not transcendent, an autobiog-
raphy of the region’s fruits (from the persimmon to 
the mulberry, from the melon to the pomegranate) 
performs an etymological enema on triangulation.  
A platform of fruits – to read, experience, and taste –  
offers a third way, blessed between the two major 
geopolitical heavyweights of the twentieth and  
twenty-first centuries: communism and islam.

excerpt from the publication

NoT MoScow NoT MeccA

Not Moscow 
Not Mecca
Book, 2012

Not Moscow Not Mecca (Revolver publishing / Secession, 2012) 
offset print, 31 × 23 × cm, 108 pages, colour throughout, glue and  
stitched binding, gloss-laminated soft cover



94 95
holy Bukhara, 2014
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm 

Never give up The Fruit, 2012
hand-blown glass, bulbs and canvas cables, with electrical fixtures, woo-
den beams, 200 × 135 × 320 cm. Kunstverein Bielefeld, 2013

A moving example of the syncretism – be it linguistic, religious, 
or ideological – found in Central Asia, Holy Bukhara is an hom-
age to the Jews of Central Asia, aka Bukharan Jews, whose 
language, Boxori, provides an unlikely collision of Persian 
dialect with Hebrew script. Revising the epithet of Central 
Asia’s holiest city, ‘Bukhara yeh Sharif’ (meaning Holy Bukhara), 
with one letter, the work celebrates the language as much as 
the city’s pluralist approach to faith.
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Via the puckered lips of someone who smiles backwards, 
Hanging Low pays homage to the conflicted relationship to 
memory, to pluralism, and to joy through mourning. Józef 
Wittlin’s Mój Lwów (My Lvov) laments the loss of the plural 
identities, languages, and affinities in a city that was once 
Polish, Ukrainian, Russian, and German, and warns of memo-
ry’s selective, if unstated, agenda. He speaks of the strange 
mix of the sublime and the street urchin, of wisdom and cre-
tinism, of poetry and the mundane – as a special indefinable 
taste: bittersweet.

how-less, 2012
Needlework, silk, cotton, 200 × 120 cm 

hanging Low, 2012
Fibreglass, foam, steel, 110 × 140 cm 
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The Dear for the Dear, 2012
wood etching, needlework silk and cotton cloth, 
wooden rahle, 30 × 40 × 15 cm

Long Live The Syncretics, 2012
Steel, paint, silk ikat, 150 × 320 × 100 cm
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Dunjas, Donyas, Dinias, 2012
Fibreglass, steel, 52 × 30 × 25 cm
Dunjas, Donyas, Dinias, 2012
Fibreglass, steel, 52 × 30 × 25 cm

 ‘Nose to Nose’, 2017
installation view at pejman Foundation, Tehran 
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Before the Before, After the After, 2012
industrial foam, concrete, lacquer paint, 72.5 × 145 × 145 (each)  
installation view at Secession, Vienna
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The watermelonNever give up  
The Fruit

The only part of central Asia historically 
under chinese (as opposed to Russian) rule, 
the xinjiang uighur Autonomous Region is 
home to the majority of uighurs and spans 
1.6 million square kilometres – roughly 
equivalent to the surface area of germany, 
Spain, and Turkey combined. if, for the west, 
islam comes from the east, and the east is 
often adopted as a shorthand for islam,  
the religion of Muhammad comes from the 
west for the chinese. Not only does xinjiang 
sit just inside Slavs and Tatars’ geographic 
remit on this side of the great wall of china, 
the province itself is the site of a face-off 
between the two major geopolitical narra-
tives of the twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies – communism and political islam, 
respectively. And crucially, almost without 
any trace of mediation by the west. 

distinct group of the exceptionally diverse 
population was one of many attempts to 
deal with the legacies of imperial Russia and 
its transformation into a Soviet society. 

There has been no shortage of recrimi-
nations and ugly stereotypes on both sides 
during the many decades of this unhappy 
marriage: the han accuse the uighurs of 
being lazy, while the uighurs claim the  
han lack proper hygiene. historic neigh-
bourhoods are razed in their entirety under 
the pretext of fortifying faulty old construc-
tions, incensing the uighurs, whom the han 
in turn consider ungrateful. Despite being 
the largest ethnic group by a substantial 
margin (until recently, that is), the uighurs 
are never given top administrative posts  
or political appointments, instead often 
holding ceremonial secondary roles. 

Never Give Up The Fruit explores the 
triangulation of uighur culture with the  
twin ideological poles of communism and 
political islam, and with Russia and china. 

According to legend, the Qianlong em-
peror specifically asked that the religious 
and political leader Afaq Khoja’s grand-
daughter – known as xian Fe to the hans 
and iparxan to the uighurs – be taken alive 
after xinjiang was conquered. her beauty 
was so renowned that she is said to have 
been transported back to Beijing in a car-
riage with felt-lined wheels to ease the long 
journey. The uighurs see in iparxan a symbol 
of resistance thanks to her alleged refusal 
to submit to the emperor’s desires. The em-
peror went to great lengths to please her, 
building a scale replica of Kashgar’s bazaar 
outside her window to make her feel less 
homesick, having the famous hami melons 
of her homeland delivered, and even alleg-
edly providing her with baths of sheep’s 
milk. None of this sufficed, nearly driving 
the emperor mad and convincing his mother 
to assassinate his unyielding mistress. Alas, 
the han narrative is more mundane, seeing 
xian Fe as one of many concubines; in their 
version of the story, neither her fragrance 
nor her beauty was enough to save her from 
the emperor’s entreaties. 

Despite the amounts of ink spilled on subjectivity and 
alterity in recent decades, there’s been precious little 
thought given to alterity’s consumer profile: what,  
for example, would the subaltern’s favourite colour or 
fruit be? it is safe to say that the watermelon would 
win hands down – as the fruit of the foreigner and 
immigrant, the watermelon is the fruit of the other. 
whether in europe, china, or the uS, citrullus vulgaris 
is the seductive trick up the proverbial sleeve of the 
minority deemed not to belong. conveniently over-
looking its 97 % water content, its supposedly low 
price made it a summer treat for rural black and white 
Americans alike in America’s South during the early 
1930s. it even went by the honorific (if not very halal) 
epithet of ‘Depression ham’. The racially charged  
association of African-Americans with the fruit often 
employs grotesque caricatures (pitch-black skin, 
white eyes, red lips), best parodied in Melvin Van 
peebles’s Watermelon Man.

in europe, the arrival of the watermelon at the 
market sends a definitive signal to winter-weary eyes 
of more temperate climes and times to come – if not 
here and now, then at least somewhere, sometime 
soon. Vendors sellin’ the melon in paris, London,  
and Berlin today might have little in common, but 
they are all likely to find themselves at the receiving 
end of anti-immigration bluster – not to mention at 
an ottoman empire reunion party. After all, it is often 
Turks in germany, North Africans in France, and  
caucasians in Russia who man the fruit stands. But 
despite its arrival more than a millennium ago, the 
watermelon continues to be called  (pronounced 
she-gua) in china, literally: melon from the west.

within the diabolically diverse world of fruits, the  
watermelon is an outlier. its graphic, green-patterned 
exterior, coupled with a luscious, red-flesh interior, 
give it a synthetic character that is easy to mock, par-
ody, or replicate. unlike the more spotlight-seeking 
tropical fruits (think dragon fruit, rambutan, lychee), 
the watermelon’s relative simplicity makes it a dar-
ling of folk artists the world over. Bold tones and a 
graphic physique recall a colour-by-numbers drawing 
scheme more than they do a cucurbitaceous crop, a 
relative of the more demure members of the gourd 
family: the cucumber, the squash, and the pumpkin.

excerpt from Not Moscow Not Mecca (Vienna: Revolver, 2012)

NoT MoScow NoT MeccA

xinjiang is china’s most resource-rich prov-
ince, with the world’s largest oil and natural 
gas reserves; it also has the misfortune of 
having the lowest population density amongst 
all chinese provinces, the result of which 
has been a large influx of han chinese in 
recent decades, facilitating an uighur pop-
ulation drop from 75 % in 1953 to 46 % today. 
The mutual enmity and tension between the 
han and the uighur – from online forums to 
the very streets of hotan – is palpable, and 
conjures up the case of israel and palestine, 
except on steroids. Sandwiched between 
Russia and china, xinjiang was a stage dur-
ing two world wars, not to mention two 
communist revolutions thirty years apart.  
So uighurs have had their fair share of geo-
political landmines to navigate, with differ-
ing degrees of success. in the 1920s, the 
Soviet union provided support by establish-
ing unions and workers’ groups, as well as 
publishing titles catering to the sizeable 
percentage of uighurs living in the neigh-
bouring Kazakh and uzbek Socialist Repub-
lics. The early Soviet policy of ascribing a 
narodnost or ‘ethnicity’ to each and every 

Before the Before, After the After, 2012
Reverse mirror acrylic painting, industrial foam, concrete, lacquer paint, 
72.5 × 145 × 145 cm

Fragrant Concubine, 2012, handblown glass, bulbs and 
canvas cables, with electric fixtures, dimensions variable
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David Joselit

The term contemporary has shifted from an adjective to a noun. Once a neutral 
descriptor meant to indicate recentness, the contemporary is now widely claimed 
as a period, composed of loosely related aesthetic tendencies, following and 
displacing modernism. In this regard, it enters a tradition of now discredited 
movements that includes “pluralism” and “postmodernism.”1 Unlike these pre-
decessors, however, which took Euro-American art as their primary archive, 
contemporary encompasses the temporally coeval but geographically diverse 
expressions of a global art world – a point critics often emphasize by noting that 
the literal meaning of con-temporary is “with time,” which in turn is sometimes 
poetically glossed as referring to “comrades in time.”2 A framework for global art 
is thus furnished through the undeniable and ostensibly value-free contention 
that work so designated occupies the same moment in time. There is, however, 
a paradox in rendering the adjective contemporary as a noun: When packaged 
as a period, the contemporary unconsciously reinscribes a model of temporal 
progression that was fundamental to modernism. While discussions of the con-
temporary typically emphasize its synchronic dimension – calling upon, as I’ve 
mentioned, the con to suggest simultaneity across different locations and per-
spectives – by definition it is always advancing. Like an avant-garde, the contem-
porary can only go forward, but unlike an avant-garde, the contemporary doesn’t 
have an avant: Its forward movement does not carry the productive shock of 
being in advance or, perhaps more appropriate, of being out of sync with its  
time. In its discursive structure, the contemporary is a kind of blank or denatured 
modernism, one that is only ever “with” its moment. And this seemingly innocuous 
“with” masks the dramatically uneven development of globalization. For being 
together in time does nothing to redress economic disparity, as the victims of 
collapsed Bangladeshi garment factories producing inexpensive clothes for 
Western corporations can attest.

In their book Anachronic Renaissance, Alexander Nagel and Christopher  
Wood argue that the artwork’s temporal heterogeneity – its capacity to introduce 
both future and past into material form – began to be recognized and manipu-
lated during the Renaissance. For Nagel and Wood, “No device more effectively 
generates the effect of a doubling or a bending of time than the work of art,  
a strange kind of event whose relation to time is plural.”3 Under conditions of 
globalization, where the critic’s challenge must encompass acknowledging how 
economic profits and political gains are extracted from the “plurality of time” (as 
when labor in “underdeveloped” parts of the world is exploited to produce wealth 
in “developed” regions), the bland pluralism of the “contemporary” is not enough. 
Uneven development carries with it asynchrony, not contemporaneity.4 This is 
due not only to wide disparities in life opportunities in general but also to the 

on Aggregators

1
For two of the best accounts of contemporary art 
as a period, see Terry Smith, What Is Contemporary 
Art? (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2009), and 
Alexander Alberro, response to “Questionnaire on 
‘The Contemporary,’” October 130 (Fall 2009), 
pp. 55–60.

2
See for example Boris Groys, “Comrades in Time,” 
What Is Contemporary Art?, ed. Julieta Aranda  
et al. (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2010), pp. 22–39.

3
Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood, 
Anachronic Renaissance (New York: Zone Books, 
2010), p. 9.

4
As this article was going to press, a special issue  
of Texte zur Kunst (September 2013) was published 
on globalism, in which questions of asynchrony 
and the global art world are extensively addressed, 
especially by Susanne Leeb. Unfortunately, 
because of timing, I cannot take these arguments 
into account.

 ‘Not Moscow Not Mecca’, 2012 
installation view at Secession, Vienna
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of this essay – to demonstrate that the history of modernism, whose art-histori-
cal accounts have been so heavily biased toward innovation, proceeded instead 
according to a dialectical opposition between avant-garde innovation and the 
enunciations of international styles. If we begin to disable our impulse to value 
innovation above all else, then the products of such international styles will no 
longer appear static or derivative, but rather as so many effects of modernism’s 
becoming global – its asynchronous dissemination beyond the West, where so 
many of the modern formats were invented.

One of the great impediments to an understanding of global contemporary 
art is the vexing problem of the “derivative.” From a perspective that overvalues 
innovation, it is difficult to credit works of art that “speak” in idioms invented 
elsewhere. But this is what much art made outside of the West, not to mention 
the preponderance of art made in the West, has done since around 1980, when 
strategies of appropriation and postmodern pastiche entered American and 
European art. From the perspective of an international style, the “derivative” is 
no longer a problem since what matters is not the invention of a visual idiom or 
style but how rhetorically effective it is in its particular utterances. Listen to 
Hitchcock and Johnson in their introduction, titled “The Idea of Style”:

There is now a single body of discipline, fixed enough to integrate contemporary 

style as a reality and yet elastic enough to permit individual interpretation and 

to encourage general growth.

The idea of style as the frame of potential growth, rather than as a fixed and 

crushing mould, has developed with the recognition of underlying principles 

such as archaeologists discern in the great styles of the past. The principles  

are few and broad.8

This short passage is intensely illuminating. It defines an international style as  
a “body of discipline,” a finite language, but nonetheless as one that is capable 
of great elasticity. It is characterized by its openness to “individual interpretation 
and to … general growth.” An international style thus implies neither an “anything 
goes” ethos like that of pluralism or the contemporary, nor the geographically 
and aesthetically homogeneous tendency of a movement. As Hitchcock and 
Johnson declare, style is a “frame of potential growth, rather than … a fixed and 
crushing mould.” In other words, it need not matter where a particular aesthetic 
vocabulary was developed (that’s the avant-garde fallacy); rather, what’s impor-
tant are the enunciations made within this language in relation to particular 
places and times: their rhetorical urgency, in other words, their eloquence, and 
even their beauty.

Our current international style draws its building blocks from Conceptual art. 
These include the proposition, the document, and the readymade.9 Let me briefly 
define each in turn.

pRopoSiTioN Conceptual art transferred aesthetic value from objects to 
propositions. When an artwork assumes the form of a proposition, as Lawrence 
Weiner has always insisted in the instructions that accompany his pieces, the 
w o r k ’ s  

different local histories of modern and contemporary art across the world that 
have carried an artist from Germany, China, or South Africa, for instance, to the 
present moment.

peRioD, oR iNTeRNATioNAL STyLe?

Sometimes, as in the theories of Suhail Malik, “the contemporary” is described 
with little if any reference to art practices themselves – an understandable, if to 
my mind problematic, move given the proliferation of biennials, art fairs, muse-
ums, and other exhibition spaces that marked the intensified globalization of  
the art world in the 1990s.5 Conversely, critics and academic historians of con-
temporary art express consternation privately, and sometimes publicly, at its 
daunting scale. On the last page of his 2012 book, What Was Contemporary Art?, 
for instance, Richard Meyer voices his exasperation:

In 2012, as this book goes to print, the culture of contemporary art seems to be 

burning more intensely than ever. But the glare of now-ism – of the latest inter-

national art fair, e-flux posting, hot young artist, and auctionhouse record – can 

be fairly blinding. The spectacular immediacy of the contemporary art world 

threatens to overwhelm our ability to think critically about the relation of the 

current moment to the past.6

It is precisely such fear of blindness in the face of “spectacular immediacy” that 
motivates the transformation of the word contemporary from a contingent  
adjective to a stable container. But this blindness is self-imposed. We must – and 
I think we can – sketch a historical framework through which to see contemporary 
art. It is urgent to do so, if only because the art of our time is so deeply imbricated 
in the accelerating economic inequalities of a world shaped by globalization.  
I have grown convinced that the concept of an “international style” may be of use 
in such a project. This category, typically associated in the Anglophone world 
with the dissemination of modern architecture in the 1920s and 30s, is now 
largely out of favor, not least because the very notion of a style has long been 
eclipsed in the visual arts by the logic of avant-garde movements (and more  
recently, as I have asserted, succeeded by the placeholder “contemporary” in 
lieu of an identifiable movement). The distinction between a “period” and a “style” 
may sound purely academic, but there are important distinctions: Periodization 
suggests a succession of visual languages, a string of new paradigms, whereas an 
international style encompasses the adoption and adaptation of an existing idiom 
by a culturally and geographically diverse, even unlimited, array of producers. 
Put slightly differently, an international style accommodates a wide variety of 
utterances within an existing language. What’s more, an international style arises 
when a visual language has reached a point of saturation, when its dissemination 
has allowed it to become legible throughout a global art world.

It is perhaps no coincidence, then, that Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip 
Johnson’s International Style was published in 1932, during a time when the 
avant-gardes of the previous two decades had lost their momentum, and inno-
vation given way to a proliferation of styles, including genuinely international 
styles such as Surrealism.7 It would be quite possible – though beyond the scope 

5
In a series of four lectures at Artists Space in  
New York during the summer of 2013, Malik 
developed a theory of the contemporary that 
intentionally avoided any inductive analysis  
from practices of contemporary art. According  
to him, the two fundamental structures of 
contemporary art include its anarcho-realism  
(a desire to escape the confines of the art world 
and make a difference in “real” life) and its 
fetishism of the present.

6
Richard Meyer, What Was Contemporary Art? 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2013), p. 281. It must
be said that the purpose of Meyer’s book is not to 
describe contemporary art but rather to demon- 
strate how “the contemporary” functioned 
already in debates around modern art during its 
institution- alization in the United States. This 
passage, however, gives the impression that the 
move to historicize is directly related to contem-
porary art’s perceived annihilation of history.

7
For an inspiring new take on this period, see 
Devin Fore, Realism After Modernism: The 
Rehumanization of Art and Literature (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2012).

8
Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson,  
The International Style, (1932; New York:  
W.W. Norton & Company, 1995), p. 36.

9
There has been much important work on Con-
ceptual art beyond Europe and the United States, 
especially in centers such as Buenos Aires, 
Moscow, Tokyo, and Beijing. A very partial list  
of this rich literature includes: Luis Camnitzer, 
Conceptualism in Latin American Art: Didactics 
of Liberation (Austin: University of Texas, 2007); 
Andrea Giunta, Avant-Garde, Internationalism, 
and Politics: Argentine Art in the Sixties (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2007); Ana Longini, ed., 
Listen Here Now! Argentine Art of the 1960s 
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2004); Total 
Enlightenment: Conceptual Art in Moscow 
1960–1990 (Hatje Cantz, 2008); Matthew Jesse 
Jackson, The Experimental Group: Ilya Kabakov, 
Moscow Conceptualism (Chicago: University  
of Chicago Press, 2010); William Marotti, Money, 
Trains, and Guillotines: Art and Revolution in 
1960s Japan (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2013); Doryun Chong et al. eds., From Postwar to 
Postmodern: Art in Japan 1945–1989 (New York: 
the Museum of Modern Art, 2012); Gao Minglu, 
Total Modernity and the Avant-Garde in Twenti-
eth-Century Chinese Art (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press). For a groundbreaking early survey of 
Conceptual art worldwide, see Global Conceptu-
alism: Points of Origin, 1950s–1980s, foreword  
by Luis Camnitzer, Jane Farver, Rachel Weiss, 
introduction by Stephen Bann (New York: Queens 
Museum of Art, 1999).
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ple of Fountain in and after 1917). Rather, they serve as lexicons – even palettes –  
of compositional elements that are already saturated with meaning and suffused 
with the aesthetic and technical procedures of commercial design. The readymade 
is a crystallization of labor, use-value, and desire. It thus multiplies the dimensions 
of potentiality that are implied by the proposition as I have defined it. It is anach-
ronic in Nagel and Wood’s sense since it holds together a previous use with a 
current one, a history of production with future-oriented and virtually unlimited 
scenes of consumption.

I am not claiming that “post-Conceptualism” or global conceptualism per se 
is our current international style.13 Taking seriously the difference between an 
avant-garde and an international style means recognizing that the invention of 
new lexical formats such as propositions, documents, and readymades is the  
work of an avant-garde, but adapting and expanding the syntactic capacity of 
these forms once they attain saturation as a lingua franca is the work of an inter-
national style. International styles foster “local” as well as “standard” dialects. 
American Conceptual works of the 1960s and ’70s, for instance, tended toward 
the declarative, developing a rhetoric of administration that was nonetheless 
characterized by tautology and Kafkaesque absurdity.14 The postmodern “dia-
lect” developed from Conceptual art during the late ’70s and ’80s was couched 
in the rhetoric of advertising rather than bureaucracy (think of Barbara Kruger 
and Jenny Holzer as opposed to Hans Haacke and Lawrence Weiner), and it  
tended to appropriate existing commercial language rather than simulate bureau-
cratic or social-scientific languages. The identity-based dialect of Conceptual art 
that emerged so powerfully during the early 1990s merged genealogies of ste-
reotypes with psychoanalytic theories of intersubjectivity (think of Glenn Ligon 
or Lorna Simpson), and so on. The most pervasive “global” dialects of the present 
moment, however, proceed from a different syntactic model: that of the aggre-
gator. Aggregators are online services such as Contemporary Art Daily or e-flux 
that filter information for art-world consumption, making it possible, as a new 
generation of artists and critics has begun to assert, to shape vast flows and res-
ervoirs of art-world information through the digital template of search algorithms 
and screen-based visual interfaces from laptops to smartphones.15

AggRegAToRS

It is instructive to browse the definitions of “aggregate” in the Oxford English 
Dictionary. The first entry states that an aggregate is “constituted by the collection 
of many particles or units into one body, mass, or amount; collective, whole, total.” 
In legal terms, an aggregate is “composed of many individuals united into one 
association,” and grammatically it signifies “collective.” In each sense, an aggregate 
selects and configures relatively autonomous elements.16 It presents, therefore,  
an objective correlative to the concept of the multitude as developed by Paolo 
Virno, Antonio Negri, and Michael Hardt. The multitude, a resistant social force 
indigenous to globalization, is distinct from both national citizenship and class 
membership along traditional Marxian lines. Instead of founding a collective 
based on a unified identity (as American, for instance, or proletarian), a multitude 
constitutes itself from discrete individuals drawn from a variety of communities 
and locations in response to shared conditions or provocations. As Hardt and 

integrity is unaffected by a receiver’s decision of how to act on it. In other words, 
the proposition functions like a score, which can generate a profusion of enun-
ciations or remain without issue, as pure potential. This performative dimension 
leads to another essential characteristic of the proposition: It locates a work’s 
value in the character of its enunciations, which may be multiple, or even infinite. 
Propositions thus continue and even give discipline to the mid-twentieth century 
tendency toward “liveness” pioneered by the inventors of Happenings, especially 
the artists and dancers associated with the Judson Church in New York and with 
Fluxus and video in Europe and the United States. Indeed, these persist to this 
day through the scored activities of Relational Aesthetics and practices such as 
those of Tino Sehgal. In this sense, liveness refers to a stress on the actual enun-
ciation of an image as opposed to its physical construction and composition.  
It should be clear that what I’m calling “liveness” is not limited to performance  
art per se but instead should be taken as describing a condition of plasticity or 
transitivity in the action of images over time.

DocuMeNT In Conceptual art, the mediums of photography, film, video, and 
text began to serve the role of “documentation,” whose status as an artwork is  
still often questioned – perhaps because documents are believed to capture 
content without explicitly composing it. In my usage, “documents” refers not  
only to the “documentary” (as a practice seeking truth) but also to the more  
general category of artifacts that store an event or experience that was initially 
durational. Thus, like propositions, documents have a distinctive temporal signa-
ture: They store time. It is consequently perfectly possible that by this definition 
documents may be fictional, or para-fictional, to use Carrie Lambert-Beatty’s 
term, or that they may document the formal effects (such as resolution or deg-
radation) of their circulation in the sense of Hito Steyerl’s concept of a “poor 
image.”10 The document is what Bernard Stiegler, in a ponderous but nonetheless 
useful formulation, calls “tertiary retention,” or the exteriorization of memory: 
“Becoming past, this passage of the present is then constituted as secondary 
retention, that is, all those memorial contents [souvenirs] which together form 
the woven threads of our memory [mémoire]. Tertiary retention is a mnemotech-
nical exteriorization of secondary retent ions which are themselves engendered 
by pr imar y retentions.”11 In other words, our various technologies allow us to 
externalize, and store (and therefore lose intimate contact with) our own actions 
and thoughts. This is related to what Marshall McLuhan referred to as media 
prostheses, but whereas McLuhan understood the prosthetic as an enhancement 
of perceptual experience, tertiary retention alienates us from it. Stiegler goes  
on to argue that our unprecedented capacity to store information (what has been 
in the news lately under the category of “Big Data”) actually proletarianizes us, 
by making us ignorant of our own intellectual/technical means of production.12 
The document, then, is a type of object that stores information captured over  
a certain duration, and thereby stores time.

ReADyMADe Readymades of one description or another are now virtually 
ubiquitous in works of art. They are not necessarily used singly, or polemically,  
as Duchamp did, to chart the physical and conceptual distance between one 
meaning and another (from bathroom fixture to sculpture, in the canonical exam-

10
See Carrie Lambert-Beatty, “Make-Believe: 
Parafiction and Plausibility,” October 129  
(Summer 2009), pp. 51–84; and Hito Steyerl,  
“In Defense of the Poor Image,” e-flux journal  
10 (November 2009), unpaginated download 
(http://www.e-flux.com/journal/in-defense- 
of-the-poor-image; accessed 10/17/13).

11
Bernard Stiegler, For a New Critique of Political 
Economy, trans. Daniel Ross (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2010), p. 9.

13
For Peter Osborne, “contemporary art is post-
conceptual art” (3). But the definition he offers  
in his latest book is based not on a systematic 
analysis of actual art but rather on philosophical 
grounds that at times verge on the tautological: 
“The reason that the idea of postconceptual art 
may be said to determine the contemporaneity  
of ‘contemporary art’ is that it condenses and 
reflects the critical historical experience of 
conceptual art in relation to the totality of current 
art practices” (53). Indeed, he dismisses much 
art-historical work on contemporary art at the 
outset to make way for his more abstract defini-
tions, putting his project in line with that of 
Suhail Malik. See Peter Osborne, Anywhere or  
Not at All: Philosophy of Contemporary Art 
(London: Verso, 2013).

14
See Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 
1962–1969: From the Aesthet ic of Administration 
to the Critique of Institutions,” October 55 (Winter 
1990), pp. 105–43.

15
See Michael Sanchez, “2011: Art and Transmission,” 
Artforum 51, n. 10 (Summer 2013), pp. 294–301.

16
As I am describing aggregates they are close 
cognates to Bruno Latour’s notion of “assembling 
the social.” See Bruno Latour, Reassembling the 
Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory 
(Oxford: Oxford University, 2007).

12
For an influential account of Big Data see  
Viktor Mayer Schönberger and Kenneth Cukier, 
Big Data: A Revolution That Will Transform  
How We Live, Work, and Think (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013)
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development. Global art very often means little more than the installation of 
museums, biennials, or other cultural infrastructures by local elites who are seek-
ing to consolidate global legitimacy in partnership with their opposite numbers 
in the developed world. These contemporary art enclaves often have little if 
anything to do with either indigenous art practices or forms of art that don’t pass 
the threshold of a global international style (characterized, as I have asserted, by 
competence with a lexicon of propositions, documents and readymades, best 
learned in the art schools of the metropolitan West).

The coMMoN Aggregates furnish platforms where semi-autonomous elements 
come together. Since these elements are not integrated into a coherent structure 
(whether it be composition, construction, or non-composition) but rather have 
their conceptual unevenness heightened, aggregates raise the question of the 
common. The aggregate differs from two of its close modern cognates: montage 
and the archive. In montage, individual elements are subsumed within an overall 
compositional logic; even if the source of its constituent elements remains appar-
ent, these components don’t typically maintain the disarming quality of inde-
pendence characteristic of an aggregate, which seems always in danger of falling 
apart. An archive’s principle of selection is inclusive with regard to a theme, insti-
tution, period, or event. It serves to collect, preserve, and even constitute evidence 
as a pillar of epistemological stability. Aggregates, on the other hand, proceed 
from an obscure principle of selection, typically staging confrontations among an 
array of objects that embody entirely different values or epistemologies.

* * *

I will adduce just one example of the logic of aggregates in practice. Slavs and 
Tatars is an anonymous collective whose work addresses an often overlooked 
geopolitical region, the area east of the Berlin Wall and west of the Great Wall of 
China, which witnessed one of the epic ideological contests of the twentieth 
century, between Islam and Communism. Through texts (transmitted in books  
as well as in artifacts in exhibitions) and objects, Slavs and Tatars explore, among 
other themes, syncretic expressions of Islam developed in Central Asia under 
Soviet policies of religious suppression. Often Slavs and Tatars heighten the 
asynchrony of this ideological collision through the citation of medieval scripture 
as a means of drawing out mystical strands in modern and contemporary art 
through a logic of what they call “substitution.” Indeed, they describe their work 
as explicitly aggregative: “The collision of different registers, different voices, 
different worlds, and different logics previously considered to be antithetical, 
incommensurate, or simply unable to exist in the same page, sentence, or space 
is crucial to our practice.”19 This desire to bring “different registers” onto the “same 
page, sentence, or space” is what I have identified as the aggregator’s impulse to 
furnish a platform where unlike things may occupy a common space. In their 
exhibition Not Moscow Not Mecca at the Vienna Secession in 2012, for example, 
the group generated an exhibition based on the trans-regional histories of  
fruits in Central Asia, which they wittily called The Faculty of Fruits, and which 
included the apricot, the mulberry, the persimmon, the watermelon, the quince, 
the fig, the melon, the cucumber, the pomegranate, the sour cherry, and the sweet 

Negri put it:

The concept of multitude, then, is meant in one respect to demonstrate that  

a theory of economic class need not choose between unity and plurality. A multi-

tude is an irreducible multiplicity; the singular social differences that constitute 

the multitude must always be expressed and can never be flattened into sameness, 

unity, identity, or indifference. … This is the definition of the multitude … singu-

larities that act in common.17

One need not subscribe wholeheartedly to Hardt and Negri’s utopian claims on 
behalf of the multitude to recognize its exemplary structure. Like a search engine, 
the multitude aggregates heterogeneous entities (in this case, persons) through 
the action of a filter. That the multitude’s filter is a common cause (such as immi-
gration rights) as opposed to the algorithms and page rankings employed by 
Google makes the filters no less homologous. They are both mechanisms by 
which singular entities (persons and objects) may act in common.

Aggregators such as Contemporary Art Daily function as “curated” search 
engines. Their intentionality of selection is what distinguishes such services from 
Google’s algorithmic automatism.18 Moreover, this logic is present on many scales 
of the art world at once: from individual works whose procedures are aggregative, 
to communication circuits like Contemporary Art Daily and Art.sy, right up to 
biennials and art fairs. These last differ from conventional museum presentations 
in that their structures are aggregative: providing a common space for singular 
or autonomous pavilions and national exhibitions in the case of biennials and 
participating galleries in the case of art fairs. I will identify two syntactic structures 
that persist across all of these scales.

ASyNchRoNy The aggregate is a figure of uneven development, both literally 
and metaphorically, and this is why it exemplifies the deep structure of globali-
zation. I’ve mentioned uneven development in terms of global divisions of labor, 
but there are at least two kinds of asynchrony specific to the art world. The first 
arises from the distinctly different chronologies that characterize modern art’s 
introduction and adoption in different parts of the world. If in Europe avant- 
gardes were arguably devoted to representing and theorizing the unevenness of 
industrial modernization from the late-nineteenth through the mid-twentieth 
centuries (including, importantly, mass urbanization), in vast regions of the  
world – including many nations in Asia and Africa, where modern Western forms 
were introduced as belated, but hegemonic or neo-colonial languages as opposed 
to avant-garde protests – modern art is pressed into service as an agent of cul-
tural and economic modernization rather than an opponent to its many devas-
tating consequences. In this regard, it is no coincidence that booms in Chinese 
and Russian contemporary art accompanied these nations’ market liberalization  
in the late ’80s and ’90s. A booming art market is a bellwether of full-fledged 
membership in a global economy. When we say “modern art” or “contemporary 
art,” then, we are referring in drastic shorthand to a wide array of different dialects, 
each with its own genealogy: They may be mutually intelligible, but they none-
theless remain distinct and often contradictory.

The second species of asynchrony arises out of the enclave model of art-world 

17
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude: War 
and Democracy in the Age of Empire (New York: 
Penguin, 2004), p. 105.

18
Of course, Google searches themselves, like 
those of other search engines, are skewed  
by various efforts to increase web page rankings  
and also through paid advertising.

19
“The Shortest Length Between Two Points:  
Slavs and Tatars in conversation with Franz 
Thalmair,” in Slavs and Tatars, Not Moscow  
Not Mecca (Vienna: Secession, 2012), p. 15.
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David Joselit

Since ‘On Aggregators’ was published in 2013 in October, I have continued to 
reflect on how art addresses conflicts between different ways of knowing preva-
lent in the global South and the global North. Boaventura de Sousa Santos describes 
such differences as examples of ‘cognitive justice’, where one kind of knowledge 
may delegitimize or exploit another (or often do both at once).1 In global contem-
porary art, such questions play out as contests for sovereignty over bodies of 
knowledge and local histories, encoded in ready-made objects whose combina-
tion and circulation cause different world views to collide. By projecting multiple 
cognitive models onto singular objects, and by aggregating configurations of 
these objects, Slavs and Tatars map the plasticity of contemporary geopolitics.

As a prevailing approach in global contemporary art, the ready-made and 
appropriation perform three broad historical operations: re-enactment, or the 
synchronization of historical time by bringing an object, genre, or event from  
the past into the present; relocation, which synchronizes diverse spatial loca-
tions; and recollection, in which different moments of subjective time are held 
together through memory. The concept of sovereignty is relevant to these actions 
because each time a ready-made is dislocated in space or time, it embodies 
struggles over competing claims of authority to conceptually position objects as 
they move through different frames of value ranging from specific community 
or national contexts to the global circuits of biennials, museum exhibitions, and 
art fairs. 

We can note three phases in the tradition of the ready-made and appropriation 
since Duchamp’s invention of the former in 1913. First, early enactments in which 
the ready-made posed an ontological challenge to artworks through the equation 
of commodity and art object. Second, practices in which ready-mades were  
deployed semantically as lexical elements within a sculpture, painting, installation, 
or projection, as in many mid-twentieth-century practices, ranging in the Ameri-
can context alone from those of Robert Rauschenberg to Carolee Schneemann. 
In a third phase, which most directly encompasses the global, the appropriation 
of objects and images challenges sovereignty over the cultural and economic 
value linked to content that emerges from particular cultural contexts. In fact, 
these three dimensions of the ready-made should not be understood as succes-
sive historical stages, but rather as aspects of its aesthetic and philosophical 
capacities, all present from the beginning, but with varying relevance at different 
historical moments. As aggregators, Slavs and Tatars have long been aware of  
the efficacy of these appropriational tactics. Their practice engages all three 
dimensions of the ready-made in order to question the sovereignty of things and, 
in doing so, to challenge the sovereignty of nations, states, and their entrenched 
histories.

postscript to ‘on Aggregators’

1
Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Epistemologies of 
the South: Justice Against Epistemicide (Boulder: 
Paradigm Publishers, 2014), 200.

lemon. A book was produced that documents the fascinating histories of how 
these fruits grew out of and into various Central Asian cultures, both agricultur-
ally and through myth and legend. The gallery presentation included arrays of 
readymade (or seemingly readymade) fruits distributed on mirrored platforms 
in a cross between veiled allegory and blinged-out cornucopia. Each of the three 
formats that I mentioned at the outset is deployed in this aggregative syntax:  
the proposition (how does fruit embody the historical asynchronies of Central 
Asia?), the document (through an account of each fruit’s geographical migration 
and cultural associations published in the artists book), and the readymade 
(manifest in “real and imagined” fruits arrayed on the platforms). But the syntax 
of the work established asynchrony among adjacent things; their physical co- 
presence and conceptual unevenness raises the question of how a common space 
may be imagined, thus making Not Moscow Not Mecca aggregative according 
to my definition.

DoN’T AccuMuLATe, AggRegATe!

In The Society of the Spectacle, Guy Debord gives a definition of images that is 
as influential today as Clement Greenberg’s association of modernism with flat-
ness was in the mid-twentieth century. With stunning brevity, Debord declared 
in 1967: “The spectacle is capital accumulated to the point where it becomes 
image.”20 The partial truth and poetic power of this slogan tend to veil how  
reductive, even caricatural, it is. For if we reduce images to the epiphenomena  
of brute accumulation it is certainly time to give up on art. In fact, modern art 
developed many alternate means of understanding accumulation, including but 
not limited to collage and montage, which introduce jarring visual disjunction 
into conditions of media accumulation, the readymade, which undermines the 
identity between a commodity and its image; and more recently the “archival 
impulse,” by which formations – or multitudes – of images can produce alternate 
epistemologies.21 In these strategies, modern art renders the unevenness and 
precariousness of accumulation articulate. Unlike “the” spectacle, it does not 
totalize. In our current moment, it is the aggregator that makes hyper-accumula-
tion eloquent by causing asynchronous objects to occupy a common space. 
Aggregators filter a world saturated by commodified information, making the 
unevenness of globalization plastic and visible. Aggregators speak in tongues.

20
Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. 
Donald Nicholson-Smith (New York: Zone Books, 
1995), p. 24. Italics added.

21
See Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” October 110 
(Fall 2004), pp. 3–22.
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Language arts

Language Arts sees language as an arsenal – letters are a source of 
and medium for political, metaphysical, and sexual rootedness and 
emancipation. slavs and tatars examine the materiality of scripts  
and pronunciations and their relationship to histories of beliefs and 
politics. For slavs and tatars, the rolling out of alphabets has often 
accompanied the rise and fall of empires and religions. In Language 
Arts, the collective teases out the politics of alphabets: the numerous 
fraught, often forgotten, yet palpable attempts by nations, cultures, 
and ideologies to ascribe a specific set of letters to a given language.

A diagram showing letters of the Arabic 
alphabet and the corresponding part  
of the mouth used to pronounce these 
letters, Mother Tongues and Father 
Throats turns to the throat as a source 
of mystical language – contrasting with 
the tongue’s profane, everyday speech. 
Here, the artists have added the letters 
for guttural phonemes [gh] and [kh] in 
Cyrillic and Hebrew as a nod to these 
letters’ importance across disparate 
fields such as Russian futurism, Kabbalist 
gematria, and Sufi literature.

the book Khhhhhhh (2012) literally examined the throat as a space  
of phonetic and sacred agency via the Hebrew, russian, and arabic 
letters for the fricative [kh]. In the publication Naughty Nasals (2014), 
slavs and tatars looked to the nose as a ‘site of resistance in the  
slavic and turkic languages’. the works in this cycle include the  
series of carpets Love Letters (2013–14), with ten woollen rugs each  
addressing a different issue of alphabet politics. For their solo instal-
lation Beyonsense (2012), slavs and tatars created a reading room at the 
Museum of Modern art in new York separated by a wall of carpets. It 
featured a red fountain and a suspended light fixture as its centrepiece, 
inspired by Dan Flavin’s 1982 installation for the Dia art Foundation’s 
Masjid al-Farah mosque in downtown new York. the exhibition took 
its name from the translation ‘beyonsense’ of the russian word заумь 
(zaum) used by futurist poets and artists in the early twentieth  
century to describe experiments with non-referential and sensorial 
verbal expressions.

Mother tongues and Father throats, 2013
Woollen yarn, ca. 500 × 300 cm
Installation view at Pejman Foundation, tehran, 2017

riverBed, 2017
Wood, woollen yarn, 81 × 260 × 210 cm
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naughty nasals
Book, 2014

Of all the organs that go into making the sounds we 
call speech, the tongue is the lead singer, the figure-
head, the one who gets all the attention. It signs the 
autographs, does the press junket, even graces con-
cert t-shirts. groupies wait patiently outside, in the 
cold, not for the nose, ears, lips, teeth or throat, but 
for a mere glimpse of the star: the tongue. 

We first tried to redress this imbalance with  
Khhhhhhh (Moravian gallery/Mousse Publishing, 
2012), a publication which passed over the tongue 
and the mouth in general, to see in the throat a pho-
netic source of sacred agency, be it in the arabic 
abjad, Hebrew gematria, or russian Futurism à la 
Khlebnikov. this time around, we indulge the pro-
boscis and find in the nose a particular site of resist-
ance in the slavic and turkic languages. the drive to 
Cyrillicize Polish hit rather steep speed bumps in the 
shape of the nasal vowels ą and ę. If slavic languages 
ever had nasal sounds, most have since been lost, save 
for those in Polish and some instances of Bulgarian. 
the mobile confessionals of Niesforne Nosówki  
revisit the heady mix of ethnolinguistic nationalism 
and religion via the  (Wielki Jus) and  (Mały Jus): 
so many failed attempts to impose graphemes onto 
unwieldy phonemes. 

even the tongue, though, is neutered by a semantic 
obsession with language. as a visual shorthand, it  
is abstracted to the point of appearing cartoonish: 
literally, think of John Pasche’s logo for the rolling 
stones or, figuratively, Miley Cyrus’s unfortunate  
attempts to imitate albert einstein. In speech, the 
tongue is used as a shorthand for language, fulfilling 
a metonymic role at the expense not only of its col-
leagues, the other organs of language, but also itself, 
its true potential and thrust. Far from its abstracted 
caricature, the tongue is a fleshy, muscular hydrostat 
with fungiform papillae and mucous membranes.  
and importantly, it is through and through a sexual 
organ. In fact, all the body parts used for language –  
the lips, neck/throat, nose, teeth, ears – are eroge-
nous, sensuous, throbbing organs, receiving or giving 
pleasure. In order to escape the cold, clinical approach 
to linguistics and the hard hangover of language  
politics, we decided to seek warmth and refuge in  
the darker, carnal, or even cartilaginous, corners of 
language: more sybaritic than semantic.

excerpt from the publication

tongue twist Her, 2013
silicon, polystyrene, metal pole, MDF, acrylic paint, 300 × 245 × 245 cm
Installation view at Palazzo Capris, turin, 2016

Naughty Nasals (Galeria Arsenał, Białystok, 2014) 
offset print, 31 × 23.3 cm, 80 pages, black  
and white and colour throughout, glue binding, 
gloss-laminated soft cover
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ωXXX, 2013 
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm 

Meaning ‘oops’ in Greek, ωXXX (okh) is an example 
of linguistic and cultural transmission, with the 
great omega’s sassy side highlighted by the prox-
imity of a gang of x’s for a particularly attractive 
alliterative stuttering. Not by coincidence, the ‘x’ 
is a Cyrillic and Greek letter for the Slavs and Tatars’ 
signature guttural phoneme, [kh], and subject of 
their 2012 publication Khhhhhhh.

swinging septum, 2014
Linden wood, steel, 150 × 100 × 8 cm, Installation view at ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary art, Warsaw, 2016

Öööps, 2013 
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm

One of the principal arguments for changing the Turkish script 
from Arabic to Latin – the inability of the Arabic alphabet to 
accommodate the full range of vowels in Turkish, namely the 
‘ü’ and ‘ö’ – here serves as both sophisticated as well as low-
brow, slapstick humour. This lengthened version of the word 
‘kiss’ in Turkish presents the vowel change as equal parts typo/
editing error and modernist mini-miracle – if not metaphys-
ical mishap. 
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Jęzzers język, 2015
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm 

Jęzzers język celebrates the nasal phonemes specific to the 
Polish language through a retro exclamation. Unlike most 
other Slavic languages, the Polish language has prominent 
nasal phonemes – ‘ą’ and ‘ę’. These letters have provided an 
unlikely source of self-determination and resistance in the 
face of pan-Slavism, Russian imperialism, and other threats. 

rahlé for richard, 2014
Various veneers, MDF, 56 × 110 × 180 cm 

OdByt, 2015
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm 

A nod to Courbet’s L’Origine du Monde, OdByt 
plays on the Polish word for ‘rectum’, which trans-
lates literally as ‘from being’. Meaning ‘from’ in 
several Slavic languages, the preposition ‘ot’ used 
to exist in old Church Slavonic as a Cyrillic letter 
unto itself: ‘ ’.
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Khhhhhhh (Moravian gallery / Mousse Publishing, 2012) 
Offset print, 31 × 23 cm, 64 pages, black and white and colour throughout,  
glue binding, gloss-laminated soft cover

Khhhhhhh 
Book, 2012

[Kh] goes by different names – sometimes x, other 
times ח or , and on lesser known occasions, қ – but 
manages to put forth a common front on the numinous 
potential of language and wisdom. Our Khhhhhhh 
investigates the archetypal patterns of the aforemen-
tioned, quasi-homophonic letters, and what their 
corresponding grapheme, sound, or root have to say 
about the sacred role of language in a world beholden 
to a secular rage to know it all. Despite being tugged 
in different directions by the semitic, Cyrillic, turkic, 
and arabic alphabets, Khhhhhhh pours the first drops 
of concrete into new foundations before becoming 
the brick thrown at the increasingly delicate edifice 
of the present. 

If breathing is the stuff of life, then [kh] is borne 
of an alluring whisper of turbulence. to merely pro-
nounce it requires constricting the passage of air in 
the vocal tract. It’s difficult to overlook or miss the 
fricative indulgence of the rasp, the friction at the 
back of the throat. While the germans (see Bach), 
spaniards (see joder), and scots (see loch) have an 
approximation, it is perhaps the anglo-saxons who 

suffer most when trying to pronounce this pesky 
phoneme, as if an affront to the guttural skills of fad-
ing empires: ‘Khhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh’.

If [kh] were single and dating, it would be draped 
in red, waving flags: the colour growls at our linguis-
tic loins, while the fabric’s frenzied whipping warns 
all interested parties of baggage, be it phonetic or 
more fundamental. even true paramours of translit-
eration like us must acknowledge the frightening 
complexity when it comes to introducing a grapheme, 
the smallest unit in a written language, to this par-
ticular phoneme. 

For starters, it is not clear where [kh] ends and 
other letters begin.  the pre-Canaanite alphabet does 
not differentiate between [kh] and [h]. For some – like 
the turkic peoples of the former soviet union (Kazak, 
uzbek, azeri) – [kh] has been packed into қ along 
with the competitively charming epithets ‘K with  
descender’ and ‘Cyrillic Qaf’. Yet its pronunciation 
begs for yet another letter: Latinized as a q and sound-
ing like [gh], as in Qur’an. 

the more nostalgic amongst us remember analogue 
television sets replete with antennae, as if headwear 
were needed to balance the stout box it inhabited.  
In the absence of a transmission signal, random black 
and white dots would take to the dance floor of our 
former screens and boogie. We would call this frenzy 
‘static’ and quickly turn the dial, escaping the anxiety 
of what we took to be an absence of content. there 
has been much poetic hand-wringing over what this 
turbulence is called – both swedes and Hungarians 
use a version of ‘the warfare of ants’ (myrornas krig 
and hangyák háborúja, respectively), while in english 
it can be called snow (though one dare not ask where-
fore the black dots? soot? televisual grime?) How-
ever there’s no doubt as to the sound of this snow: 
‘Khhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh’. today’s screens, 
nipped and tucked for our flattened world, alas have 
also had their tongues removed. as they stare at us in 
silent blue, we are left to long for the guttural, grav-
elly voice of more sensuous times and climes. 

excerpt from the publication
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‘Beyonsense’, 2012 
Installation view at Projects 98, Museum of Modern 
art, new York

A carnival of contrasts, Slavs and Tatars’ Beyonsense 
offers a different understanding of modernity – 
contemplative and collective – within the other-
wise rational and individual spaces of the MoMA. 
The title of the installation refers to a translation 
of zaum, a word used by Russian futurist Velimir 

Khlebnikov in the early twentieth century to  
describe sensorial experiments and atavistic lin-
guistic research he employed in search of a uni-
versal poetic language. 
Around the Reverse Joy fountain are the letters ‘ה’ 
(Hebrew), ‘Х’ (Cyrillic), and ‘ ’ (Arabic) – three char-
acters united by the spoken sound they represent 
in common, as well as by the focus of the collec-
tive’s research for their publication Khhhhhhh 
(Moravian Gallery / Mousse Publishing, 2012).

Beyonsense is a reading room of reversals: the  
front area contains objects grounded in Slavs and 
Tatars’ literary interests, and, passing through  
hanging carpets, visitors enter a darkened medi-
tative space featuring the collective’s texts and 
print publications. The suspended light fixture is 
a recreation of a work by the American artist Dan 
Flavin commissioned for a New York Sufi mosque 
by the Dia Art Foundation.

Madame MMMorphologie, 2013
Book, artificial eye, blinking mechanism,  
movement sensor, 130 × 50 × 50 cm 
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‘Beyonsense’, 2012  
Installation view at Projects 98, Museum of Modern art, new York
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Qit Qat Qa, 2013
Mirrored plexiglass, fibreglass, steel,  
146 × 70 × 50 cm. Installation view  
at Preis der nationalgalerie, Hamburger  
Bahnhof, Berlin, 2015

The phoneme [gh], corresponding to the Arabic 
letter ‘qaf’, is pronounced even further back in the 
throat than [kh], the subject of Slavs and Tatars’ 
Khhhhhhh. Often transliterated in the Latin alpha-
bet as ‘q’ or ‘k’ (in Qur’an or Koran, for example), 
the Soviet attempt to Cyrillicize ‘qaf’ led to ‘ka’ with 
a descender, which is still in use in Tajikistan but 

Behind reason, 2012
Mimeograph print, 70 × 100 cm (framed)

abandoned in other Central Asian countries. Beyond 
a mere letter, qaf is the Sufi name of a cosmic moun-
tain, home to the mythical bird the simorgh – a  
precursor to the  (zhar ptitsa, meaning 
firebird) found in Slavic fairy tales, the phoenix,  
or, more recently, Banshee from the motion picture 
Avatar (2009).



132 133
‘Language arts’, 2014  
Installation view at the third Line, Dubai
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Love Letters no. 3, 2013 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

Four tongues accommodate the four phonemes 
(sounds) found in the Persian language that are 
absent from the original Arabic alphabet. Given the 
role of Arabic as the sacred language of Islam, these 
distinct phonemes – ‘ ’ [p], ‘ ’ [ch], ‘ ’ [zh], and ‘ ’ 
[g] – are closely tied to Persian cultural identity, 
as a means to distinguish oneself within the Muslim 
community.

Love Letters no. 4, 2014 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

A peasant woman is pictured kissing a hand – pos-
sibly genuflecting, or bending in obedience, to a 
figure of power. Upon closer inspection, however, 
there are Arabic letters hidden or camouflaged in 
the knuckles that are the subject of her adoration. 
These letters represent the inevitable loss of pho-
nemes (sounds) when any language conversion 
takes place, in particular those coming from the 
back of the throat: the glottal ‘ ’ (ayn) and the 
fricative ‘ ’ (ghayn) left behind in the Romanization 
of Ottoman Turkish.

Love Letters no. 1, 2013 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

Squeezed between policies of forced alphabet 
conversion, a man expires, shut between the pages 
of a book. The different letters represent the many 
failed attempts to Cyrillicize languages that were 
previously written in a different script.

Love Letters no. 2, 2013 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

Here the tongue – the central organ of language –  
has taken on the role of enemy of the state. Locked-
up behind bars, the tongue writhes in protest,  
resisting the urge to place graphemes (letters) onto 
phonemes (sounds). For Slavs and Tatars, the 
tongue – and, by extension, language – harbours 
the potential for multiple forms of resistance, 
whether it be sensual, political, or metaphysical. 
Letters are likened to shackles, keeping the  
tongue in check and placing restrictions on its 
movements. Alphabets impose an ordering system 
on the tongue, forcing it to comply with the larger 
programme of empire-building.
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Love Letters no. 7, 2014 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

The nose’s role in language is routinely overlooked, 
often overshadowed by the tongue and throat. 
Here, a series of nasal letters from Arabic, Cyrillic, 
and Latin that have been lost to language con-
version are shown falling by the side of the road. 
Like breadcrumbs, the trail of forgotten letters 
maps out the course of modernization, which is 
synonymous with progress – always moving for-
ward while leaving a path of upheaval and change 
in its wake.

Love Letters no. 8, 2014 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

Throughout the history of language reform – be it 
in the USSR or Turkey, Yugoslavia or Iran – it is 
rarely qualified linguists who are tasked with the 
delicate job of revising languages or scripts. Instead, 
it is politicians, nationalists, and amateur philol-
ogists who dare alter the complex, living system 
that is language. Here, a peasant woman is run over 
by the force of institutional change, another 
casualty of language modernization and ‘progress’. 
Kurumumsu (meaning ‘institution-ish’) skewers  
the organization in Turkey responsible for the  
Romanization project: Türk Dil Kurumu (the Turkish 
Language Institute).

Love Letters no. 5, 2014 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

One of the principal arguments of Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk for changing the Turkish script from Arabic 
to Latin was the abundance of vowels (eight in all) 
in the Turkish language that could not be appro-
priately accommodated by the three vowels of the 
Arabic alphabet. The words pictured here, ‘ωXXX!’ 
(meaning ‘oops!’ in Greek) and ‘ööps!’ (meaning 
‘kiss’ in Turkish) are purposefully and playfully 
punned against one another, poking fun at how  
the discourse of sexuality – power, submission, 
domination, and resistance – is surprisingly similar 
to that of language politics.

Love Letters no. 6, 2014 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

Instead of a bolt of lightning coming down from 
the heavens, God is pictured taming a wild tongue 
that dares to speak the Turkish words ‘Ezan Çılgınları’. 
This term was used to refer to those who defied 
the authorities’ enforcement of the Turkish ezan 
(call to prayer). Enforced from 1932 to 1950, the 
call to prayer was translated from Arabic to Turkish 
during the Turkish language revolution, known as 
‘dil devrimi’. As part of this controversial policy, 
even the word ‘Allah’ was translated to ‘tanri’ – a 
powerful display of language’s ability to cut to the 
core of one’s faith and identity.
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Love Letters no. 9, 2014 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

After the USSR Latinized the largely Turkic lan-
guages of its Muslim subjects, a decision was made 
in 1939 to change their alphabets once again, this 
time to Cyrillic. When these languages were Cyril-
licized, each was done so in a slightly different 
manner. Thus, the various languages could not be 
mutually intelligible, an example of the linguistic 
equivalent of ‘divide and conquer’. The figure  
here cries out in pain and alliterative exhaustion, 
exclaiming the same sound – [dj] as in ‘John’ – 
written five different ways.

Love Letters no. 10, 2014 
Woollen yarn, ca. 250 × 250 cm

Here a man looks into the mirror and sees the letter 
‘Ҧ’ from the Abkhaz language. Pronounced with 
the lips, this letter has since come to be used as 
shorthand for the word ‘пиздец’ (pizdéc), the  
Russian equivalent of ‘fuck’. The Abkhaz alphabet 
has an incredibly convoluted past, following the 
twists and turns of Russia’s imperial conquests, 
resulting in nearly fifty-seven letters today.

Language arts

ten tufted carpets, each equal in dimension, 
investigate language as a source of political, 
metaphysical, even sexual emancipation.  
By revising original drawings by Vladimir 
Mayakovsky, Love Letters address the very 
charged if slippery issue of language through 
one of its best-known, if conflicted, cham-
pions. the tongue’s yin and yang, its bipolar 
disorder – as a source of man’s greatest 
achievements and yet a cause of his tragic 
failures – finds its appropriate poster boy in 
the figure of Mayakovsky, whose Futurist 
experiments with language and embrace  
of the nascent Bolshevik regime resulted  
in some of the most important works of 
avant-garde art and literature. Yet his own 
instrumentalization of language for the pur-
poses of the revolution eventually led to his 
own disillusionment and suicide, a water-
shed moment widely believed to mark the 
beginning of stalin’s terror. 

soon after the 1917 russian revolution, the 
Bolsheviks found themselves inheritors to  
a russian empire with sizeable territories of 
largely Muslim, turkic-speaking popula-
tions. Lenin believed the revolution of the 
east – that is, the political emancipation of 
Muslims through modernization – was trans-
mitted through the Latinization (or more 
precisely the romanization) of their arabic- 
script languages. around the same time, in 
1928, atatürk initiated his language revolu-
tion for many of the same reasons as Lenin: 
to cut turks off from their Islamic heritage 
and usher them into modernity. the march 
of alphabets has always accompanied that 
of empires and religions: the Latin script 
along with the roman Catholic faith, arabic 
with Islam and the Caliphate, and Cyrillic 
with Orthodox Christianity and subse-
quently the ussr. 

Love Letters

enforced from 1932 to 1950, the turkish translation of the tra-
ditionally arabic call to prayer, or ezan, was perhaps the most 
controversial piece in an elaborate constellation of language 
reforms. to begin with, translating Allah to Tanrı problema-
tizes the very central tenet of the faith – the unicity of god 
(tawhid) – through the use of a pre-Islamic, shamanist term 
dating to the era of the Mongols and genghis Khan, meaning 
‘the great sky’. Ezan Çılgınları – literally, the ‘call-to-prayer 
crazies’ – was the term used for those who defied the author-
ities’ enforcement of the turkish ezan by climbing minarets 
and performing the call to prayer in the original arabic. Despite 
a rocky ride, the language reforms known as dil devrimi ad-
vanced relentlessly… until 1950, when the call to prayer was 
changed back to arabic. to this day, many Kemalists see in this 
reversal the first of many concessions leading to the increased 
public face of Islam in society and politics of the past decades.

For the 8th Berlin Biennale, slavs and tatars revisited this 
particular episode through an unwieldy restaging of the ezan. 
In collaboration with musician Jace Clayton (DJ /rupture),  
we recorded the turkish call to prayer with Vocaloid™ for an 
entirely computer-generated, a cappella summons or chant. 
If once Young turks, gökalpists, and other reformists consid-
ered the turkish replacement a way of anchoring the young 
republic to the West, five decades later it seems to have had 
the exact opposite effect: reactivating a thoroughly different 
understanding of turkey’s linguistic and cultural genealogy.  
If the Ottoman empire pushed southwards and westwards, 
then Ezan Çılgıŋŋŋŋŋları pushes east towards Central asia – 
not just the Balkans or the Middle east – extending across the 
steppe, nearer to China than europe. 

the distinct turkish (as opposed to arabic) phonetics of 
the call to prayer sheltered it from potential Islamophobic 
attacks or protests from residents surrounding its outdoor 
installation at the Haus am Waldsee. set on the bucolic slope 
of grass outside the exhibition space, the lake acts as nature’s 
own loudspeaker, pushing the call to prayer further outwards. 
Due to the peculiar tonalities of the language, the turkish ezan 
is far more consonant-heavy, especially compared to the 
open-vowelled arabic adhan. While the recognizability of 
Allāhu akbar makes it a vocal lightning rod, the same cannot 
be said of Taŋrı uludur. 

ezan Çılgıŋŋŋŋŋları

‘Long Legged Linguistics’, installation view at Trondheim kunstmuseum, 2015

The Wizard of Öz Türkçe, offset print on paper, 69.5 × 48.5 cm
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ezan Çılgıŋŋŋŋŋları, 2014
steel, wood, sound system, 100 × 900 × 750 cm 
Installation view at 8th Berlin Biennale Language arts

tranny tease
Lecture-performance, 2013 – present

aIMIng tO MIss 

Indirection is something we cultivate, ferment, even 
pickle. It allows us to embark on the ideological and 
historiographical equivalent of a tongue-twister,  
entangling ourselves, literally into knots. given the 
hard-core heterogeneity involved in being Ottoman, 
the transition to turkish national identity was regret-
tably often reductive. Yet similar uighur attempts 
have gone the other way around, taking a rather ex-
pansive view. Imprecision, the accomplice of indirec-
t i o n ,  
allows for a certain valence, a resistance to the order 
that alphabets try to impose on the khhhhhhh, ghh-
hhhh or nnnggg rolling off the back of our tongues. 
We’ve always been interested in the edge of empires, 
the limits of ideologies, the margins of belief systems. 
this is where syncretism thrives. the centre is often 
quite rotten. syncretism is to faith and language what 
open-source is to code. It implies not only a collapse 
of space-incorporating practices from elsewhere – 
but also of time: incorporating belief systems or rit-
uals that predate one’s own.

ÖMg 

the Pan-turkists were vehement opponents of the 
romanization project: it was the very excesses and 
inadequacies, the indulgences and shortages of the 
arabic alphabet’s use in turkic languages that allowed 
for mutual intelligibility among this otherwise diverse 
and widespread linguistic group. When faced with 
the extra vowels, the uighurs did not flinch or make 
a grab for the axe. Instead, they opted for a panoply 
of diacritics at hand: ‘ ’ for the turkish ‘ü’, ‘ ’ for  
the ‘ö’. and when the word begins with a vowel? If 
there’s one thing toothy arabic offers, it’s teeth. the 
hamza above an initial incisor acts as a prelude to  
a word commencing with a vowel: note the ‘ ’ at the 
beginning of the word for uighur, ‘ .’

BrOtHer tOngues FrOM  
anOtHer MOtHer tOngue 

transliteration, alas, is the trashier younger sibling of 
translation, its more prestigious older sister. the lat-
ter is considered a subject worthy of extensive study: 
entire university departments across the world are 
dedicated to it; world-renowned authors such as 
Vladimir nabokov and Charles Baudelaire practiced 
it; translation even has competing philosophies. 
transliteration, on the other hand, is everyday, it is 
transactional. How to get from the Cyrillic to the  
Latin alphabet, from the Latin to the arabic, from the 
Chinese to the Latin or vice versa, with the least 
amount of resistance or remorse? From  to ‘taq-
qiya’, from ח to ‘chet’. With its lowbrow status, though, 
come certain perks: transliteration provides the shad-
ows where semantics and phonetics mix profanely, 
where sounds and meanings blur.

sOFt aLPHaBets, HarD tIMes 

In the nineteenth century, that fated century when 
nationalism was not only invented but took linguistics 
as its bride, ‘the still-uncodified White ruthenian 
(Belarusian) language was classified as a dialect of 
Polish, chiefly because it was written in the Latin 
script’. the russian empire saw Latin as ‘the Polish 
alphabet’. tsar alexander II ordered that the Latin 
alphabet of Polish be replaced with the Cyrillic one, 
an idea first proposed by the president of the russian 
academy of sciences and minister of public education, 
sergei semionovich uvarov (1785–1855). But two  
Polish letters proved to be particularly effective 
speed-bumps on this rocky road: the ‘ą’ and the ‘ę’. 
these nasals had disappeared from most other slavic 
languages. With no Cyrillic equivalent, two letters 
from Old slavonic, ‘ ’ (big yus) and ‘ ’ (little yus) 
were proposed. Our Naughty Nasals underline the 
Orthodox-Cyrillic affront to a Catholic-Latin identity.

WHO YOu CaLLIn’ a rOManIzer?

the correct term for the change of Ottoman turkish 
from the arabic alphabet to a Latin one is the delight-
ful word ‘romanization’ (not Latinization). Ilker aytürk, 
a professor at Bilkent university in ankara, coined the 
word to describe the various parties from the late 
nineteenth century to the first quarter of the twen-
tieth century who led the language reforms. It’s a 
particularly apt nickname for ol’ blue eyes Kemal 
atatürk, who reputedly had a weakness for women: 
after all, ‘romanizer’ rhymes with ‘womanizer’. those 
deep Balkan seas of blue must have hypnotized both 
sexes, though, during the dil devrimi upheaval, per-
haps the most successful example of script conversion 
in history. a mere eight decades after the 1928 reforms 
were launched, the issue of the alphabet change is 
moot. no one today in turkey, not the aKP, not even 
the most bat-shit crazy salafists, are trying to bring 
back the arabic alphabet. It was, to quote geoffrey 
Lewis: ‘a catastrophic success’. 

LInguIstIC HOsPItaLItY 

all across Xinjiang, the logograms of Chinese sit 
smugly below the teeth of the arabic script of uighur, 
the only turkic language left in the world to officially 
use the arabic script. each pictograph is a comforta-
ble morsel in the mouth of the abjad. Paul ricoeur 
defines translation as a form of linguistic hospitality. 
refuting the customary exegesis of Babel as a cau-
tionary tale of human division due to the excesses of 
linguistic diversity or the impossibility of translation, 
ricoeur turns to another Biblical precedent, the  
pact of sacred hospitality, shared amongst the three 
abrahamic faiths, to redeem the ‘pleasure of dwelling 
in the other’s language... balanced by the pleasure  
of receiving the foreign word at home’. If translating 
a word from one language to another includes dust-
ing off the family silver, then transliteration is akin to 
donning the clothes of the other. 
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 ‘Mouth to Mouth’, 2016  
Installation view at ujazdowski Castle Centre for Contemporary art, Warsaw



144 145
Larry nixed, trachea trixed, 2015
screenprint, polished steel, 70 × 50 cm

the naughty nasals, 2014
acer burl wood veneer, blockboard, wheels, fabric, 
foam, dimensions variable

The Naughty Nasals identify the nose as an unlikely 
site of sonorous resistance to the instrumentaliza-
tion of scripts, or alphabets. The ‘ ’ (wielki jus) 
and ‘ ’ (mały jus) invoke nasal sounds that have 
disappeared from most Slavic languages but remain 
as ‘ą’ and ‘ę’ in contemporary Polish. As mobile 
confessionals, they are a testament to one of the 
lesser known, aborted attempts to Cyrillicize the 
Polish language in the nineteenth century. The  
organs of language represent a distinct zone of 
libidinal linguistics: the teeth, or lips, mouth, 
tongue, neck, or ears. The Naughty Nasals look at 
these erogenous areas as a space of rupture, or 
break from the norm. 
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nose twister

the most prominent of atatürk’s initiatives 
to tie turkey to a european future and dis-
card its Ottoman or Middle eastern past, was 
the romanization of Ottoman turkish, orig-
inally written in arabic script. Officially com-
menced in 1928, the romanization of the 
turkish alphabet had been floated before, 
often outside the centres of power, by such 
prominent figures as Şemseddin sami Bey 
(aka sami Frashëri), an Ottoman-albanian 
writer and self-taught linguist, and Mirza 
Fatali akhundov, azeri playwright and 
founder of modern azeri literary criticism, 
who recognized the deficiencies of the  
Perso-arabic script to accommodate the 
turkish language. One of the recurring bête 
noires of the reformers was the lack of  
vowels in the Perso-arabic alphabet, which 
had three or four to the eight or nine required 
by turkish. the most conspicuous culprits – 
the ü or ö – did not exist in the Ottoman 
arabic script: their pronunciation had to be 
inferred from the clenched teeth of the  
arabic alphabet. Despite the political ambi-
tions placed on their scrawny shoulders, 
alphabets, like capital or energy, must adhere 
to the laws of physics. that is, if some letters 
are created, others must be destroyed.

But turkey today has only one measly 
alphabet. the turkish language put the 
thorny issue of alphabet politics to rest in 
little over eight decades: the massive alpha-
bet reform launched in 1928 by the türk Dil 
Kurumu (turkish Language Institute) stands 
uncontested to this day. even a reactionary 
salafist in turkey might think twice about 
bringing back the arabic script: the roman-
ization project in turkey was, as geoffrey 
Lewis put it best, ‘a catastrophic success’.

among the letters that didn’t quite make it 
from the sinking ship of Ottoman turkish to 
the newly romanized shores was the 28th 
letter of the alphabet, a little twitch at the 
back of the nose, the  or Kêf-î Nûni. until 
1928, the turks had two different <n> sounds: 
the conventional  (n), the one you’d be 
happy to introduce to the parents, as in  

, ‘never’, or ‘nomenklatura’; then there’s 
the , a more peculiar, eccentric type of n, 
pronounced in the depths of the nose, as 
the <ng> in ‘sing’. the very pronunciation  
of <ng> has all the first-degree Oriental  
trappings of a snake-charmer, or more apt-
ly, a gong. For a good reason: <ng> does fig-
ure among the most common Chinese sur-
names, with an extensive Wikipedia entry 
d e d i - 
cated to ‘notable people with the surname 
ng’ to boot. In turkey, words that used to 
have the <ng> have simply whitewashed it 
out of existence, like blacklisted party  
members from an official photo – an un-
wanted reminder of phonetic, linguistic, if 
not national disruption. Dengiz became 
deniz (sea), tangri became tanri (all-encom-
passing sky).

Language arts
Cyril, 2016
Leather, screenprint, aluminum, wood, Ø 135 cm

Love Letter Poems

Ҹ 
Deepthroat
Dipthongs have nothing
on you, Jamal, or as our albanian apollinarians
say, Xhemal. the americans called you
the jump /dz/ for one
OlaҸuWon
Hakeem the Dream
no oldies but goodies Kareem
abdul Ҹabbar who ҹuggled to the rear
empires under Ҹahangir

Қ
the Qit Qat Qlub
headlines the Ka
with a descender
the Qabaret
of your thighs,
the Qutb
of your beloved
shuns the Qatalogue
of your lies

Њ
rudaki wrote about the wine
Hafez and saadi the divine
but only your seedless
grapes the gift of caprice 
the whine of so
many yes-ño
да нет
jeins
shouldering the
velars of volcanic tides

Ҩ 
We are born oui
people and non! people
Ҩui the people fear not
amiran nor his
Lean and mean
Promethean phonemes
so many echoes in
noses half abkhaz
Half aquiline
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reverse Joy (Kha), 2012
Fountain pump, pigment, water, metal bowl, acrylic paint, ceramic tiles, MDF, 80 × 240 × 240 cm 
Installation view at art space Pythagorion, samos, 2013
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al-Isnad or  
Chains We Can Believe In  
Lecture-performance, 2013 – present

sOHO suFI LODge 

When we first caught wind of a Dia sufi mosque with 
Dan Flavin commissions in downtown new York, the 
story, like all good ones, immediately cast a lingering 
spell. after all, wasn’t Flavin particularly averse to 
spiritual readings of his work, despite the undeniably 
hypnotic aura of his light fixtures? and if new York 
in the early twenty-first century has shown us any-
thing, it is that putting the word ‘mosque’ anywhere 
near the word ‘downtown’ results in paroxysms. 

COnteMPLatIOn anD aCtIOn

Founded in 1974 by Heiner Friedrich, Philippa de 
Menil, and Helen Winkler, the Dia art Foundation 
burst onto the scene with a deceptively simple  
model – one artist, one work, one space, forever.  
You could almost be forgiven for suspecting a creep-
ing monotheism, or tawhid (the central tenet in Islam 
on the unicity of god), in this formula. Friedrich’s 
exasperation at what passes for conventional wis-
dom in the art world – the accelerated rhythm, the 
relentless need for new, more, faster, better, bigger, 
harder – retains all its original radicalism and rele-
vance today, no matter how impractical. as Friedrich 
said, ‘art goes up, comes down, goes out the door, 
gets in the truck, goes to europe – like clothing! Like 
chattel! Change the pattern. Bring the art to the place, 
simply adorned, and let it speak over time. that’s the 
true commitment’. Colliding the hopeful naiveté of  
a child with the more esoteric, metaphysical, if not 
activist role of art, the Dia has been responsible  
for the most significant examples of american land 
art: Walter De Maria’s The Lightning Field, robert 
smithson’s Spiral Jetty, not to mention its role in the 
Donald Judd foundation in Marfa, texas. 
 

trIBeKa teKKe

In looking to the Medicis, or to sufi Islam, the pro-
gramme of the Dia in its early years argued for inno-
vation through continuity and not though rupture. 
Instead of the modernist tendency to read historiog-
raphy (be it art history, philosophy, or science) as a 
series of ruptures, conflicts, and patricides, perhaps 
it is time to drop the punk posturing and emphasize 
evolution over revolution. the crafts offer a convinc-
ing counterpoint to the arts: classical musicians,  
calligraphers, and folk painters often place themselves 
in a chain of transmission (isnad) that guarantees the 
correctness of their own performance or execution 
of their craft, before venturing on a departure from 
tradition.

FOLLOW tHe MOneY

In fact, the abrahamic impulse of the Dia can be traced 
to its progenitor, the Menil Collection, in Houston, 
texas. Dominique and Jean de Menil’s engagement 
with the arts was merely one part of an ambitious 
social activism, which included providing civil rights 
lawyers to desegregate Houston and support for  
interfaith dialogue via the rothko Chapel. their 
friendship with Marie-alain Couturier, a Catholic 
priest who fled the Vichy regime to the us, was in-
strumental in seeing in the arts a potential to revisit 
the sacred within an increasingly profane, indus-
trialized world. a member of the renouveau 
catholique, which included Jacques Maritain and  
Yves Congar, Couturier believed the Catholic church 
had a duty to work with talented artists even if not 
true believers, over mediocre artists who were 
deemed good Christians. 

One MOre tIMe

according to gershom scholem, a philosopher of 
Judaism and close friend of Walter Benjamin, the 
difference between mysticism and official religiosity 
is the repetition of the revelation of god in the former 
as opposed to the singular event or awakening in the 
latter. If museums and spaces of culture are increas-
ingly referred to as our cathedrals in a secular age, 
then the Dia’s permanent installations sit squarely  
in the camp of the mystical, not the religious. When 
the artwork does not change, but rather conveys a 
seeming immutability, the burden of transformation 
is shifted, literally, to the viewer. after all, La Monte 
Young’s Dream House has an ostensibly very different 
impact on a visitor 15 years of age and in love, or 50 
years of age and heartbroken.

BeYOnsense

Legend has it that the entire first-class cabin of 
Lufthansa’s Frankfurt-nY flight was regularly booked 
by the Dia to bring whirling dervishes stateside to 
perform at the mosque in soho. What could be more 
enchanting and dreamlike than peeking through the 
curtains from the cramped quarters of economy and 
catching a glimpse of a group of white-robed men 
twirling over and over on the same spot, thousands 
of meters in the air? Is there a better use for that 
strangely coveted contemporary commodity: leg-
room? surely, such an apparition would make even 
the most die-hard Islamophobe reconsider…

Other People’s Prepositions, 2013
glass, steel, LeD light, 112 × 45 × 45 cm
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nose twister, 2014
Faux leather, paint, wood veneer, foam, MDF, 110 × 230 × 230 cm  
Installation view at Kunsthal aarhus, 2015
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MIrrOrs FOr  
PrInCes

Mirrors for Princes refers to a medieval and renaissance genre of  
advice literature in both Islamic and Christian cultures that counselled 
rulers on matters of statecraft, the body politic, and good governance. 
Mirrors for princes (specula principum or Fürstenspiegel) represented 
an early form of secular scholarship that raised the level of statecraft 
to that of religious jurisprudence or theology, with Machiavelli’s The 
Prince being the most famous (if later) example. Both praising and 
advising, these books were written to groom princes for leadership: 
‘the tongue is the best masseur of furrowed brows,’ states the early 
sixteenth-century Anwar-i-Suhaili (Lights of Canopus). aside from 
containing directives on manners and etiquette, they represent an 
early literary incarnation of the body politic’s relationship to the indi-
vidual ruler or ‘prince’.

For slavs and tatars, aside from producing and foreshadowing a ‘care 
of the self’ that was instrumental in Western modernity, mirrors for 
princes is a form in which critique is presented as a form of gift-giving 
or hospitality. For the works in this series, the artists focus on a  
particularly literary Muslim mirror, Kutadgu Bilig (Wisdom of royal 
glory). a foundational text of turkic literature, Kutadgu Bilig was 
written in the eleventh century for the prince of Kashgar by Yusuf 
Khass Hajib. In slavs and tatars’ audio work Lektor (2014 – present), excerpts 
from this work read in the original uighur were overlaid with trans-
lations into languages of the venues where the work was exhibited, 
from Istanbul and zürich to abu Dhabi and Białystok. With their con-
tinuous attunement to the symbolic and the prosaic, slavs and tatars 
pair words of warning found in mirrors for princes with the no-less- 
symbolic acts of grooming and self-betterment such as combs, book 
racks, and glass organs. the political advice found in Kutagdu Bilig 
thus complements the spiritual counsel of the clergy or mullahs. 
self-presentation in this genre becomes a form of self-governance, 
whether sacred or secular. the artists reveal historical links between 
grooming and religious practice, a connection instrumental in gen-
der differentiation, social normalization, and regulation – and allied 
with notions of ‘care of the self’ as a body politic.

alphabet abdal, 2015
Woollen yarn, 190 × 495 cm
Installation view at ujazdowski Castle  
Centre for Contemporary art, Warsaw, 2016

Though considered to be the sacred language of Islam, the 
Arabic language and alphabet is equally the language of  
Middle Eastern Christians. Featuring an exodus, Alphabet 
Abdal commemorates the endangered Levantine, Hijazi ori-
gins of Christianity, and, with it, the heritage and language 
that expresses these traditions. The text reads: ‘Jesus, son of 
Mary, He is Love’.
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stongue, 2015
resin, 10 × 27 × 9 cm 

Dil be Del, 2014
Copper-plated brass, silver acrylic paint, 10 × 12 × 9 cm 

Mirrors for Princes (JRP|Ringier, 
edited by Anthony Downey, 2015) 
offset print, 25 × 20 cm, 192 pages, 
colour throughout, OTA binding, 
gloss-laminated dust jacket and soft 
cover

behind the word. the idea of going behind 
something is very threatening, not only in 
terms of posing a threat to the normativity 
of heterosexuality like ‘from behind’, but it 
also has this connotation of ‘through the 
back door’ – what does it mean to go behind 
a concept and sneak up on it? Perhaps this 
returns us to one of the functions of trans-
lation. […]

When you work on a rather polemical 
subject for two or three years and yet you 
still don’t understand where you stand on 
the issue, that’s the ideal situation. Whether 
it was questions of seclusion versus civic 
participation, faith versus secularism, or  
occupation versus withdrawal, translating 
these concerns into an exhibition for Mirrors 
for Princes required a talismanic quality. 

these excerpts were taken from an interview  
with slavs and tatars conducted by Beatrix ruf  
and anthony Downey.

We were initially (as often is the case) seduced 
by the term ‘mirrors for princes’ itself – we 
first came across it in the context of a con-
ference devoted to the subject at the Freie 
universität in Berlin in 2012. We thought, 
literally, what would a mirror for a prince be? 
Little did we know that it was actually a gen-
re of medieval advice literature. that kind 
of first-degree interest, coupled with a very 
layered, subsequent investigation, is some-
thing we try to maintain in the work. 

Mirrors for Princes was among the first 
forms of secular scholarship, an attempt to 
put such writing on the level of religious 
scholarship in the Middle ages. What imme-
diately struck us was how the pendulum  
has swung to the other extreme in today’s 
political discourse. We find that there are 
airport bookshops full of books and Cnn 
reporters and twitter columnists – to wit, 
everybody who has a political view – but 
there’s an unspoken moratorium on intel-
lectual or erudite scholarship on the role of 
faith in public life in the twenty-first or even 
the late twentieth century. the more we dug 

Mirrors for Princes
Book, 2015

into the material, the more it became clear 
that these books are amalgams; they’re 
mash-ups of many different genres in one 
volume. so you have astrology, etiquette, 
military strategy, literary tropes, folklore, 
and ethics all under this one rubric of a mir-
ror for a prince. that spoke to us because 
our books also attempt to straddle those 
disciplines: not journalism yet with journal-
istic elements; not academic scholarship  
yet critical and analytical; not memoirs yet 
nevertheless intimate. It’s this flattening  
of genres that we’re interested in. […]

When we come across ideas we really  
do reify them as words; we try to create 
three-dimensional words out of the things 
that we’re thinking about. It’s like the literal 
version of concrete poetry, trying to make 
something primarily visible that is com-
pletely abstract and esoteric. almost akin  
to a chant, like the process of dhikr in sufism 
where you ecstatically chant, repeating 
words so many times that at some point 
‘princes’ starts to sound like ‘princesses’.  
We often think of this practice as going  
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Lektor (speculum linguarum), 2014 – present
multichannel audio, Plexiglas, speakers, carpets  
Installation view at Kunsthalle zürich, 2014
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the squares and Circurls of Justice, 2014
steel, cotton turbans, polyester hats 170 × 600 × 40 cm  
Installation view at Kunsthalle zürich
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to Beer Or not to Beer, 2014
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm 

zulf (brunette), 2014
Oak wood, hair, 82 × 50 × 30 cm
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to Beer Or not to Beer (fountain), 2017
Installation view at Pejman Foundation, tehran 
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to Beer Or  
not to Beer

those familiar with the dregs of college – also referred 
to as ‘frat-boy’ – humour indigenous to anglophone 
countries, not to mention those holiday destinations 
frequented by the aforementioned (Cancun, amster-
dam, etc.), might have encountered a short-sleeved 
garment of clothing emblazoned with an illustration 
of a beer and the question: ‘to beer or not to beer?’ 
another specimen commonly found features two 
depictions of a brewed beverage with the question 
in another, slightly altered iteration: ‘two beers or not 
two beers?’ 

By rewriting the well-known passage from William 
shakespeare’s Hamlet – ‘to be or not to be’ – these 
modified invocations to imbibe alcohol have squan-
dered the existential gravitas of the original, despite 
centuries of clichéd usage. to drink a beer or not  
to drink a beer (nay, two beers!) remains, after all, 

grooming

For millennia the ritualist, symbolic, gen-
dered, and religious activities of cutting, 
shaving, trimming, curling, epilating, and 
straightening, amongst others, have of late 
been monopolized or neutered by a secular 
rage too often characteristic of our moder-
nities. In grooming, Mirrors for Princes  
locates a lynchpin in the perpetual debate 
between contemplation and action, servi-
tude and service.

Just as the pendulum has swung from one 
extreme to the other, from religiosity to sec-
ularism, so too has hair gone from something 
sacral, ritualistic, and political to a cosmetic 
transaction at worst and a gendered division 
at best. Mirrors for Princes seeks to delib-
erately scramble these divisions – between 
one and the other, male and female, sacred 
and profane – by reactivating the heart and 
art of politics in every skull shaved, eyebrow 
trimmed, or leg hair removed.

primarily a question of consumption. For To Beer or 
Not To Beer (2014), we looked to transliteration in  
an effort to elevate the popular back to the sublime. 
normally transactional, transliteration here inches 
closer to the transcendent: transcribing ‘to beer or 
not to beer’ in the arabic script, the sacred script of 
Islam, redeems the existential query of the original. 
to imbibe alcohol for a Muslim entails a complex web 
of religious, cultural, even phenomenological ques-
tions around identity.

To Beer or Not to Beer, 2012, wall-application, CCA Wattis 
San Francisco.

Javanfemme, 2014
Handblown glass, string, 25 × 10 × 8 cm

Sheikha, 2014, steel, textile, fans, 125 × 80 × 130 cm

Bandari String Fingerling (cloud), (lush),  
(santalum), 2014, oak wood, prayer beads, 
20 × 30 × 8 cm (each)

sheikha

Peter the great’s desire to make russia a 
european nation knew no bounds. It found 
expression in the baroque architecture on 
the Baltic and the canals in the swamp of  
st. Petersburg intended to resemble Venice 
or amsterdam. Less well known are his re-
forms of etiquette in high society and its 
impact on gender roles. Peter I’s decision to 
do away with the segregation of women and 
men at balls and other functions held by the 
nobility and boyars was not born of a latent 
feminism. Instead, he viewed women, as 
mothers raising children, the best means to 
impart his notions of Western civilization. 
While most mirrors for princes were written 
by men for men, we ask how a mirror for  
a princess would read. Sheikha reverses  
the paternalism of statecraft in favour of a 
‘mammary politics’, as anna della subin so 
eloquently calls it in her essay ‘Mirror for 
Princesses’.

three centuries later, when religion was 
strictly forbidden in the soviet union, it  
was again women in Central asia who main-
tained the largely oral and ritualist traditions 
of Islam (see Not Moscow Not Mecca). 
Whereas men’s more public role meant a 
regular profession of atheism, elder women 
known as otin or bibi-otin performed the 
recitations of life-cycle rituals at local 
shrines. these otin were responsible for  
the transmission of sacred traditions. they 
acted as teachers to younger women in the 
community, and passed on religious exper-
tise to their daughters and daughters-in-law 
in an exemplary demonstration of the chains 
of transmission.
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Bazm u razm (Joint 1), 2015
Dichroic glass, branch, 50 × 90 × 45 cm 

The glass combs of Bazm u Razm swing 
between the afro-combs of hip hop cul-
ture and talismanic forms found around 
Uighur tombs in Xinjiang, western China, 
where they are used as family designa-
tions or seals. The grooming or taming 
of hair has been tied to that of civiliza-
tion and order for some time, with the 
curly, frizzy, unruly often construed as 
a social, sexual, or psychological men-
ace. In Bazm u Razm, literally ‘banquet 
or battle’, the combs are portrayed as 
markers of order and violence: the Turkic 
peoples extending from Mongolia all the 
way to the Balkans, were renowned for 
their skills as warriors as well as hosts.

Hirsute Happily with Hairless, 2014
Dichroic glass, tinned copper, 10 × 25 × 20 cm

Irokez, 2014
Dichroic glass, tinned copper, 17 × 30 × 10 cm

5 O’Clock shadow, 2014
Linden wood, mirror, shaved copper ore, 31 × 48 × 18 cm 
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aÂ aÂ aÂ ur, 2015,   
steel, resin, paint, condensed earth and grass, 
280 × 900 × 380 cm, Kolnskulptur #8, Cologne
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Hung and tart (full ruby), 2014
Handblown glass, 15 × 35 × 25 cm

Chaikhaneh of ‘Mirrors for Princes: Both sides of the tongue’ 
Installation view at nYu abu Dhabi art gallery, 2015

Hung and tart (full acacia), 2014
Handblown glass, 16 × 34 × 12 cm

Hung and tart (full mauve), 2014
Handblown glass, 15 × 35 × 25 cm
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Lektor  
(speculum linguarum)

the multichannel audio work Lektor (spec-
ulum linguarum) from 2014 contains text 
drawn from the eleventh-century turkic 
mirror for princes Kutadgu Bilig (Wisdom 
of Royal Glory), read in its original uighur 
with several voice-overs. the selection of 
translations (german, turkish, Polish, arabic, 
scots gaelic, aboriginal Jagera, Flemish, 
Danish, spanish, and Persian) for the voice-
over or ‘dub’ traces the exhibition history of 
the piece through the languages of venues. 
used for films in Poland and russia, and else-
where only for news segments, the simulta-
neous playback of two distinct audio tracks, 
a technique known as gavrilov translation, 
makes for a disruptive experience, touching 
on issues of legibility, authenticity, and  
language as a form of hospitality. Written in 
the eleventh century in Kashgar, in what is 
known today as the Xinjiang uyghur auton-
omous region in western China, Kutadgu 
Bilig is a cornerstone of turkic literature. the 

importance of the work is difficult to over-
state: it is to turkic languages what Fer-
dowsi’s Shahnameh is to Persian, Beowulf 
to english, or Nibelungen to german. In 
rhymed couplets (masnavi), four main char-
acters personify four abstract principles: 
Justice, Fortune, Intellect, and Content-
ment. their debates serve as a rare example 
of socratic dialogue in a Muslim tradition 
known for its theological emphasis on  
the One. a central discussion takes place 
between a sufi dervish and a vizier to the 
king, whose names are Wide awake and 
Highly Praised – addressing the balance 
between seclusion and society, spirit and 
state, echoes of which we continue to find 
in the us, europe, and the Middle east  
today. the Kutadgu Bilig sited turkic liter-
ature and ideas of statecraft by looking to 
the east, placing them on an equal footing 
with their counterparts in the arabic and 
Persian traditions. 

Though a man must die, his words remain behind,  
and though his soul departs, his name stays. 

Speech descended from blue heaven to brown 
earth, and it is by means of speech that man 
ennobles his soul.

Man’s heart is like a bottomless sea and wisdom is 
the pearl that lies at the bottom: 

If he fails to bring the pearl up out of the sea it 
could just as well be a pebble as a pearl. 

Gold that lies in brown earth’s bosom is only ore,  
but when it is extracted it becomes the ornament 
of princes. 

The adornment of the intellect is the tongue,  
and the adornment of the tongue is speech;  
the adornment of a man is his face,  
and the adornment of the face is the eyes. 

The red tongue is the black head’s foe:  
Many a head has it devoured.  
Hold your tongue if you would keep your head; 
Before the tongue the head’s a coward.

There is much need for wise men who guard their 
throats and tongues: their benefit is a flowing 
river.

But when the wise man speaks, he keeps his  
tongue under control, and his words are like 
water to the earth, causing blessings to spring 
up wherever he lets them flow. 

Wise men are like marshy soil: wherever one steps, 
water bubbles forth. 

But fools’ hearts are like a sandy waste: though  
a river flow into it, it does not fill up and  
vegetation cannot take root.

The speaker expends himself and grows weak,  
while the listener is comfortable and grows fat. 

The tongue is the interpreter to intellect and  
wisdom. Know that an eloquent tongue causes  
a man to shine. 

It is the tongue that brings a man esteem, so that 
he finds fortune, and it is the tongue that brings 
a man dishonour, so that he loses his head.

The tongue is a lion crouching on the threshold 
– householder, take care, or it will bite off your 
head! 

Listen to a man who has suffered because of his 
tongue, make his speech your companion, and 
apply it to your own affairs: 

Let me cut out my tongue – it is what ruined me – 
only let them not cut off my head! 

Guard your speech lest you lose your head,  
and guard your tongue lest you break your 
teeth.

The sage has laid down for the tongue these ripe 
words of wisdom, so guard your head, you who 
have a tongue! 

When a man speaks knowledgeably, his words  
are counted as wisdom, while the words of the 
ignorant devour his own head. 

Use speech sparingly, for a single word may untie 
the knots caused by ten thousand others. 

A man may rise to be king by means of speech,  
but too many words may cast down his head  
as a shadow to the ground.

Hold your tongue and you will hold on to your head.  
Shorten your speech and you will lengthen  
your life. 

Many are the profits derived from the tongue, 
many too are the losses. The tongue gets now 
praises, now curses. 

A man becomes wise through listening, but through 
speaking he may lose his head.

Words left unspoken are purest gold, but as soon 
as they emerge on the tongue, they turn to 
copper.

Idle talk issues from the mouths of fools and the 
wise rightly call the foolish ‘cattle’. 

The wise, on the other hand, let their bodies grow 
thin and fatten their souls, taking pleasure in 
wisdom.

The body’s share enters through the throat, while 
the soul’s share is sound speech and enters 
through the ear. 

Controlling these two things – the tongue and the 
throat – is the hallmark of wisdom, and reddens 
a man’s cheeks. 

One is the tongue, the other is the throat, he who 
keeps both in check, stands to profit much.

The wise man has power over throat and tongue,  
he who guards tongue and throat is full of 
knowledge.

Musk and wisdom are of the same sort: neither one 
can be kept hidden. 

If you try to hide musk, its scent gives it away; and 
if you conceal wisdom, it nevertheless continues 
to regulate your tongue. 

Listen to the words of God-fearing people and take 
action according to these words, you, slave to 
your own throat.

Excerpts from Yusuf Khaṣṣ Ḥajib, Wisdom of Royal Glory:  
A Turko-Islamic Mirror for Princes (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1983)

MIrrOrs FOr PrInCess
Lektor (speculum linguarum), 2014 – present
Multichannel audio, Plexiglas, speakers, carpets  
Installation view at Kunsthal aarhus, 2015

“Lektor”, public programme, Kunsthalle Zürich, 
2014. top: Mimino (1977, dir. Georgiy Daniela)
bottom: To Be or Not To Be (1942, dir. Ernst 
Lubitsch)
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An act or document freeing a slave, several manumissio (writ-
ten on left and right sides of the work, in Hebrew and Greek) 
have been found in Crimea. According to the Hebrew bible, 
slaves were to be freed in the seventh year, known as the 
Saturday or Shabbat year, after six years of labour, regardless 
of their origin, performance, or profile. Given the struggle  
of Jews throughout history, from the Exodus to pogroms to 
diaspora, this was a rather progressive if not generous  
approach to a contentious issue, especially when compared 
with that of their Christian and Muslim contemporaries. 

sharp eye (hazel), 2014
Fibreglass, acrylic paint and polyester resin, 125 × 100 × 100 cmsaturday, 2016

Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm
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Lektor (speculum linguarum), 2014 – present
Multichannel audio, Plexiglas, speakers, carpets  
Installation view at gFzK, Leipzig, 2014
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MaDe In gerManY

Coinciding with the World War I centenary, and made in the wake of 
the european migrant crisis of 2015, Made in Germany sheds light on 
germany’s little-known historical relationship with Islam and ‘the  
east’. In his landmark study of orientalism, edward said claimed that 
there was no significant german orientalism, adding later that this 
was due to a lack of german colonial interests in the east. Made in 
Germany – part of slavs and tatars’ ongoing research on little-explored 
orientalisms in russia and Poland – is a corrective to said’s oversight.
 In the late nineteenth century, germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II had 
a love affair with Islam, writing after a visit to Constantinople that ‘if  
I had arrived without any religion I certainly would have turned  
Mahommetan’. the Kaiser raised a toast to sultan Mehmed V and 
claimed to be a friend to 300 million Muslims around the world. after 
a trip to Damascus, the Kaiser gifted a new marble tomb to replace 
saladin’s more humble tomb there.

Well before fears of ‘foreign’ terrorism on german soil, there was a 
history of german intervention in the Middle east. In 1914, as a strate-
gic levy against the entente Powers, Kaiser Wilhelm II coordinated a 
declaration of jihad with sultan Mehmed V – among the first of many 
instrumentalizations of political Islam in the modern era. El-Dschihad, 
a fortnightly jihadist newspaper, was published in Berlin from 1915 to 
1918 with the approval of the german government. From March 1915, 
it was published in tatar, arabic, russian, and other languages by the 
nachrichtenstelle für den Orient, a propaganda organization sup-
ported by some leading german scholars of non-Western culture, 
which sought to incite Pan-Islamic activity against France. In Made 
in Germany, such histories are placed in relationship to the recent 
political instrumentalization of religion and the history of the Middle 
east, such as fears of economic collapse or of terrorism following the 
european refugee crisis.

sarazenen (no. 4), 2015
newspaper cover, acrylic paint, 57 × 40 cm 
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The renowned mark of quality was used to mock Germany’s 
behind-the-scenes role in the declaration of jihad, or holy 
war, by the Ottoman Sultan against the Entente Powers 
(France, England, and Russia) during the First World War. 
Arabic letters phonetically spell out ‘Made in Germany’ using 
a military alphabet devised by the Ottoman Minister of War, 
Enver Pasha (1881–1922) in 1913 for use in wartime corre-
spondence. An early precursor to script reforms, its separation 
of the Arabic letters into distinct graphemes was thought to 
facilitate the reading and writing of Ottoman Turkish. 

‘Qit Qat Qlub’, 2015 
Poster-booklet, black and white offset print,  
Preis der nationalgalerie, Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin

Made in germany, 2015
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm
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The Alphabet revisits Marcel Broodthaers’ Poèmes industriels, 
replacing the Latin alphabet with an Arabic one. The original 
exclamation of ‘OK!’ survives unscathed, despite the trans-
mogrification from the secularized world of Latin to the sacred 
script of Arabic.

Praysway (blue), 2015
styrofoam, plastic coating, steel, rope, 350 × 85 × 12 cm 
Installation view at Preis der nationalgalerie, Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin

the alphabet, 2015
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm
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Praysway (brown), 2015
Wood, lacquer paint, steel, rope, 370 × 77 × 14 cm
Installation view at the thirdline, Dubai, 2016

Both sides of the tongue (english), 2015
Book cover, acrylic paint, 29 × 34 × 5 cm (framed)



188 189
 ‘Qit Qat Qlub’, 2015
Installation view at Preis der nationalgalerie, Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin

Weeping Window (Morgenländer), 2017
rear windshield, acrylic paint, LeD lights, 53 × 93 × 3 cm. saVVY Contemporary, Berlin
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I utter OtHer 
Lecture-performance, 2014 – present

CursIng anD COMMeMOratIng

the main beneficiary of Mongol-tatar rule was none 
other than that very institution today fanning the  
fires of this revisionist history: the Orthodox Church. 
By virtue of a steppe tradition of religious tolerance, 
the Church was free to administer to the faithful and 
was even exempt of taxes, as long as it prayed for the 
health of the khan. Which put it in an uncomfortable 
position: ‘praying simultaneously for the immediate 
perdition of all Mongols and (by agreement) for the 
good health of the khan’. 

‘Инородцы’

unlike France, england, and the netherlands, whose 
pursuit of imperial adventures required travelling  
great distances, often crossing entire oceans or seas, 
russia preferred to focus on its immediate neighbours, 
or what it euphemistically calls to this day its ‘near-
abroad’. While the former proclaimed grand ambitions 
– no less than bringing civilization to the ‘heathens’ 
– the latter’s relationship with its new colonial territo-
ries was more problematic. after all, hadn’t the turkic 
confederations of Mongols and tatars previously col-
onized them just 300 years earlier? In the mid-1400s, 
after a mere century had passed since tatar rulers were 
driven from central and southern russia, fear became 
fetish, with a fad of russian nobility adopting tatar 
surnames. By the seventeenth century, over 15 % of 
russian noble families traced their heritage to tatar or 
Mongol origins. Perhaps this explains why the Persians 
used to call the russians ‘uzbegs from the north’.

the fact that very few of the leading russian Ori-
entalists were ethnic russians speaks volumes to their 
ability to straddle the fence or, to borrow a more vul-
gar russian expression, жопа между двумя стульями, 
that is, to sit their ‘asses (comfortably) between two 
seats’, or to conduct scholarship sponsored by the state 
and while, with the same derrière, critiquing the weak-
nesses, prejudices, and excesses of that very state.

tHe eager eagLe

though Nashi and an army of internet trolls might  
be loath to admit it, the eagle on russia’s coat of arms 
swings both ways. unlike the more monogamous 
Polish or german eagles, russia’s eagle is not gay or 
straight but rather bi…cephalic, facing both east and 
West. the double-headed eagle also extends its pur-
view to both registers of life, the secular and the  
religious, taking its cues from the Byzantine heraldry 
where emperors were Christ’s vice-regents on earth…

O MY BretHren!  
I HaVe tOLD /  

MOst BItter trutH

the opening salvo in the great nineteenth-century 
debate between the Zapadniks (Westernizers) and 
the slavophiles (those who believed russia should 
look to its turkic, Finno-ugric, and Persian roots) was 
fired by a gentleman whom both sides took, mistak-
enly, for one of their own. In his Philosophical Letters, 
Pyotr Yakovlevich Chaadayev argued russia was a 
very backward place, having in his opinion contrib-
uted nothing to world progress, and that it would be 
better off starting from scratch. Perhaps the slavo-
philes should have noticed that the tract was written 
in French, not exactly the language of choice for those 
championing russia’s pre-Petrine origins. the text 
caused such a scandal that the book’s editor was 
dispatched to siberia and Chaadayev promptly de-
clared clinically insane, the first instance in russia 
where psychiatry was used to silence critics. 

KuLturPrOtestantIsMus

as distinct as it was from its French, english, or  
Dutch equivalents, russian Orientalism did not come 
about sui generis. the critique of eurocentrism, the 
emphasis on studying cultures within their own con-
text, and the admirable resistance of scholars to the 
political and colonial instrumentalization of their work 
can all be traced to one of the more interesting if 
overlooked stories of the study of the east: that of 
german Orientalism. 

edward said himself acknowledged having failed 
to take german orientology into account in his sweep-
ing study. With a heavy emphasis on classical philol-
ogy and a limited colonial reach (especially when 
compared to the russians, French, english, and 
Dutch), a career in german orientalism was anything 
but lucrative, or particularly likely to lead to power. 
Whereas their counterparts in Paris, Leiden, or London 
could expect to work as interpreters or bureaucrats 
abroad, the choice of Orientalism in germany more 
often than not led to studying dead languages and  
a career at the academy. Moreover, in true anti- 
modernist fashion, the germans were more interested 
in the ancient Orient as a means of exegesis of the 
Bible than in the contemporary culture of the east.

IgnáC gOLDzIHer

Ignác goldziher (1850–1921), a Hungarian Jewish 
scholar of Islamic jurisprudence, was the first non- 
Muslim allowed to study at the eminent al-azhar 
university in Cairo. such was his dedication that he 
became known as sheikh az-zarawi (the golden 
sheikh) among his fellow students and faculty. Before 
enrolling, however, goldziher had to demonstrate a 
solid fluency in the faith to the ‘notoriously severe’ 
mufti, the Hanafite sheikh al-azhar, Muhammad  
Mahdi al-'abbasi. after several hours of examination, 
imagine goldziher’s surprise when he discovered that 
al-‘abbasi’s father had been a Jewish convert to Islam.

MaDe In gerManY
I utter Other, 2014 – present
Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin, 2015
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the eminent Dutch Orientalist Christiaan snouck 
Hurgronje converted to Islam in late 1884, and took 
the name ‘abd al-ghaffar, which translates roughly 
as ‘the servant of the all-forgiving’. eager to access 
Mecca and witness the pilgrimage rites about which 
he had written his doctoral dissertation, ‘the Festiv-
ities of Mecca’, snouck Hurgronje went so far as to 
circumcise himself, and purchase and marry a slave 
in order to better fit into Meccan society. His photo-
graphs of Mecca and the Kaaba, published in 
Bilder-Atlas zu Mekka (1888) and Bilder aus Mekka 
(1889), are amongst the first of the Holy City and 
became key references in the field. except for one 
small detail: most of the photographs were not taken 
by him. 

rather, they were the works of a local Meccan pho-
tographer and doctor, with whom snouck Hurgronje 
collaborated while in Mecca and whom he would 
later instruct or art-direct from a distance, when back 
in the netherlands. If any further proof were needed 
that authorship is often a spiked drink, this doctor’s 
name was also ‘abd al-ghaffar. 

snouck Hurgronje kept his conversion a secret,  
for fear of the impact it might have on his scholarly 
and societal reputation. nonetheless, more than a 
century later, his conversion continues to be debated: 
was it an authentic expression of faith or simply a 
ruse, a means to an end?

the the servant  
servant of of the  
the all-Forgiving 
all-Forgiving

MaDe In gerManY

reverse Dschihad

at the turn of the twentieth century, philol-
ogy and orientalism jumped into bed with 
the Kaiser, and a bastard child was born in 
the form of El-Dschihad, a biweekly publi-
cation founded by Max von Oppenheim. 
Born of germany’s late arrival to colonialism, 
El-Dschihad aimed to stoke anti-imperial 
sentiment in territories belonging to the 
entente Powers during the First World War. 
Oppenheim and enver Pasha, the Ottoman 
war minister, had convinced the hapless  
sultan Mehmed V reshad to declare jihad 
on november 11, 1914.

El-Dschihad’s intended audience was 
Muslim POWs held at a camp in Wünsdorf, 
outside Berlin, called Halbmondlager (half 
crescent camp), who would ostensibly return 
to the front on the side of the Central Powers 
or to their homelands in an effort to spread 

their new liberationist message. Like the 
paper itself, the camp was part of a propa-
ganda effort to show germany stood with 
Islam: prisoners were given particular luxu-
ries – including recreational games, halal 
meat, and a custom-built mosque, the first 
functioning on german soil. 

We were first struck by the spelling of 
Dschihad in german. In the Duden (the  
german equivalent of the Oxford English 
Dictionary), we searched for other words 
that start with ‘dsch’. It reads like a Saturday 
Night Live sketch of orientalist terms: 
Dschingis Khan, Dschellaba, Dschungel-
fieber. the awkwardness of four consecutive 
consonants – to approximate the [dz] pho-
neme not native to german – is a marker of 
something else, a kind of foreignness. When 
germans spell ‘jeans’ or ‘gin and tonic’, for 
example, they don’t write it with a ‘dsch’. 
Perhaps in Dscherman, there are certain gs 
that are acceptable, and others that are not.

El-Dschihad was not the first, nor the  
last, attempt by non-Muslims to win ‘the 
hearts and minds’ of Muslims. Despite hav-
ing socialized with two giants of Islamic 
Modernism – Jamaladdin al-afghani, a phi-
losopher and teacher at al-azhar university 
who preached pan-Islamism, and Muham-
mad abduh, al-afghani’s student and a  
key reformer who believed in an inclusive 
approach to the faith – Oppenheim made a 
rookie mistake: he overlooked the obvious 
fact that the Ottoman sultan did not have 
substantive spiritual authority over Muslims. 
Like many others before him and since,  
Oppenheim’s instrumentalization of politi-
cal Islam failed to take into account the het-
erogeneity of the Muslim world.

 the the servant servant of of the the all-Forgiving all-Forgiving, 2016
Installation view at sOnsBeeK’16, arnhem
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Dschihad, 2015
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm 

reverse Dschihad (russian), 2015
screenprint, polished steel, 244 × 122 cm 
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In one of his seminal essays, Roland Barthes deconstructs 
Balzac’s notorious novella, S/Z, about a French aristocrat who 
falls in love with a star of the Italian opera only to find out she 
is a he, that the singer is in fact a castrato. To Barthes’ binaries 
of he/she, revealed/concealed, homosexual/heterosexual, 
Slavs and Tatars add an extra one: the Arabic letters of ‘ ’/‘ ’, 
the emphatic versions of the original S/Z. Both Sides of the 
Tongue further highlights the artists’ investigation of language 
as a nexus of sensualized politics, via two letters considered 
highly specific to the Arabic language.

reverse Dschihad (urdu), 2015
screenprint, polished steel, 244 × 122 cm

Both sides of the tongue (german), 2015
Book cover, acrylic paint, 28 × 33 × 5 cm (framed)
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 ‘Qit Qat Qlub’, 2015  
Installation view at Preis der nationalgalerie, Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin
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I keep digressing from my subject of Slavs and Tatars’ politics of pickling – yet digression 
could be said to be a contagious way of thinking when approaching the world, a method- 
in-madness championed by Slavs and Tatars in their research, lectures, and publications. 
On many occasions, the collective takes as a point of departure a set of singular objects, 
forms, or terms situated in different localities. Like Warburg, it not only unearths sur-
prising connections through a mixture of material research and associative connection, 
but turns them into a tool to reconsider world politics from an acute angle. Suddenly, 
there are tongues and palates uttering ‘kh’ everywhere – gherkins or zeppelins, ellipti-
cally orbiting above us. 

As digressive as it may initially seem, the crucial point is that such lateral thinking 
stands in opposition to the paranoid conspiracy theories that are seemingly on the  
ascendant today. It’s worthwhile, then, to consider the ways in which Slavs and Tatars’ 
mode of lateral aggregation differs. Conspiracy theorists examine wildly different phe-
nomena – say, Ayatollah Khomeini assuming power in Tehran, Margaret Thatcher being 
elected prime minister in the UK, and Patti Smith picking her nose while dancing bare-
foot in New York, all happening in the same year: 1979 – and incorrectly construct a 
hidden prime mover or cause: say, a small secret society of nasty little runts wearing 
pointed yellow hats who have successfully plotted to rule the world. The problem is that 
the supposed discovery has actually been presupposed before examining the respective 
phenomena in the first place. And I’m not only talking about the crazies who say that 
Nazi flying saucers operate from the backside of the moon, or that Hillary Clinton runs  
a paedophile ring out of a Washington pizzeria. No, I’m also talking about left-leaning 
intellectuals. A recent example is the BBC filmmaker Adam Curtis, who, after more 
open-minded previous work, finally fell for a conspiratorial, post-truth mode of thinking 
with his latest, HyperNormalisation (2016). In the film, facts are suppressed and disre-
garded when they don’t support his thesis that, for example, the US wrongly framed 
Libya’s Gaddafi for Lockerbie, or the La Belle disco bombing in West Berlin. (Curtis  
ignores documentation from Stasi files unearthed after the fall of the Berlin Wall show-
ing that Libya was indeed behind at least the latter incident.) Or the filmmaker’s claim 
that in 1970s New York, it was punk-rock musicians like Patty Smith or conceptual artists 
like Martha Rosler – whose Semiotics of the Kitchen video of 1975 he uses without men-
tioning her name, as if the footage alone showed how self-obsessed these feminists  
of the 1970s were – who betrayed the left and the poor with their self-indulgent indi-
vidualism, as if there was no one else to blame.

Counter to these conspiratorial modes, Slavs and Tatars’ thinking is abductive.  
Abductive reasoning (which has nothing to do with ‘abduction’ as in taking hostage, 
unless you consider taking a thought away from an object a form of kidnapping) – accord-
ing to American pragmatist philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce – is the clever way of 
going from an observation of objects to a theory of probable circumstances. Arthur 
Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes uses this style of reasoning (even though Doyle terms 
it deductive, not abductive). This is the important point: abductive reasoning is talking 
about probability and circumstances, not – as in crackpot, tinfoil-hat theories – about 
the absolute, uncanny certainty of a secret ruling factor or faction.

But back to pickles. Or rather, pickling. It is ultimately not the gherkin per se which 
Slavs and Tatars have exhaustively been obsessed with – although they could easily 
open a world-class gherkin museum tomorrow (they are in fact planning to open a pickle 
bar in Berlin in 2017) – but the process that turns the everyday cucumber into the pre-
served gherkin. Pickling, as Wikipedia tells us, is ‘the process of preserving or expanding 

Oh pickle! Oh gherkin! Who would have thought I would prattle on about your cultural 
and political valence! I can feel the salty brine filling my mouth as I heartily bite into your 
savoury skin. Spurred on by the groundbreaking exploration of Pickle Politics by artist 
collective Slavs and Tatars, do I dare enthusiastically explain the entire world by way of 
fermentation processes to the disgruntled fellow standing beside me at a Berlin curry-
wurst stand? Or should I, brimming, pontificate to you now, dear reader, confronted as 
you are with my rambling deliberations in this volume? (Did the guy standing next to 
me at the sausage stand vote AfD, the German far-right party of assholery? And aren’t 
you, dear reader, derided today as the ‘cosmopolitan liberal elite’, despite your low income 
and post-Marxist leanings?) In any case, to the pickling processes themselves! Let’s 
explain Slavs and Tatars and their oeuvre through their own pickle politics!

Over recent years, Slavs and Tatars have concocted a particular method of contem-
porary and historical analysis based on the notion that zeroing in on an (initially) small 
or arbitrary cultural detail can uncork a plethora of transcultural and transregional nex-
uses: from facial features such as the monobrow, that strange syllable ‘kh’, or indeed  
the humble pickle. And, ex negativo, their works have centred on that pervasive and 
persistent xenophobic urge to cleanse cultures of their hybridity and confluence, the 
drive to corral back into separate geographies that which history has coupled, if not to 
do worse.

‘The good god is in the detail’, Aby Warburg liked to say when, for example, he placed 
three 1929 newspaper clippings of a mighty, sky-borne Zeppelin beside Johannes  
Kepler’s rendition of Mars’s elliptical orbit around the sun. Kepler’s trailblazing 1605 
discovery of the planet’s orbit not only lent mathematical credence to astronomer Tycho 
Brahe’s observational data; his discovery of the elliptical motion of the planets also shit-
canned his own previous Mysterium Cosmographicum: a 1596 model of the heliocentric 
cosmos as a harmonious nesting of the five Platonic solids inside one another. On Panel 
C of his Mnemosyne Atlas (1924–29) Warburg drew a link between the Zeppelins of his 
time and the repudiation of a harmoniously symmetrical and spherical cosmology.  
What could that connection be, beyond an arbitrarily formal one? At the time, the Graf 
Zeppelin, sponsored by American newspaper tycoon William Randolph Hearst, had 
made the first-ever around-the-globe flight in history. Warburg likely saw a historical 
progression from a geocentric to a heliocentric world view to an acknowledgement that 
the cosmos is not perfectly spherical and onwards to humans themselves circling a globe 
(not at the mercy of gods and religion, but of a secular media mogul) to possibly next 
travelling to Mars on such an airship (a popular science fiction motif at the time). But he 
was also surely, simply, drawn to the formal connection between Kepler’s proposal of 
the principle of ellipsis and the outline of a Zeppelin, which of course is elliptical.  
A gherkin in the sky!

Jörg Heiser

Back in the PPPP:  
the Polymorph Perversity of  
slavs and tatars’ Pickle Politics
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the lifespan of food by either anaerobic fermentation in brine or immersion in vinegar’. 
What makes it so interesting for Slavs and Tatars? The answer is maybe preserved, like 
a tightly fastened jar of pickles, in the collective’s very name.

Formed in 2006, the group set out to explore the surprising parallels between and 
transmutations of concepts hitherto defined by geographies far apart (from wall to wall, 
so to speak), in Eurasia, the vast territory stretching from the Berlin Wall to the Great Wall 
of China. ‘Slavs’ is the name of an ethno-linguistic group extending from Central and 
Eastern Europe to Central Asia and the Caucasus. The Tatars were originally a Turkic peo-
ple living in Central Asia and were gradually driven towards Europe during the Mongolian 
Empire; nevertheless, the term became a catchphrase for any Turkic or Mongolian speak-
ing people encountered by the Russians. To explore the ramifications of these encounters 
means finding the traces of both entanglement and estrangement, but with Slavs and 
Tartars, the emphasis of the research – patently not restricted to the Slavs or the Tatars 
but including neighbouring and intermingling tribes and peoples as well – is on surpris-
ing parallels and connections. The picture planes and suspended banners of Friendship 
of Nations: Polish Shi’ite Showbiz, for example, which debuted at the 10th Sharjah Bien-
nial in 2011, sketched similarities between Iran’s Islamic Revolution of 1979 and Poland’s 
Solidarność uprising of the early 1980s. Colourful and richly ornamented, their aesthetic 
is itself a transmutation of Eastern European folklore and Persian ornamentation, while 
the codes, titles, and slogans emblazoned on them tell unlikely tales. Only Solidarity and 
Patience Will Secure Our Victory sets this Solidarność slogan in Persian gold letters on 
a green background, evoking the aesthetics of sacral banners featuring devout passages 
from Islamic scriptures. Help the Militia, Beat Yourself Up quotes a deliberately absurd-
ist Solidarność directive during the time of Poland’s martial law in the early 1980s, placed 
on an opulent, ornate sacral motif reminiscent of the interior of a mosque. In 2011, this 
inevitably evoked the role of mosques during the unfolding Arab Spring uprisings for 
protestors seeking temporary refuge from police and military forces: a role similar to that 
of Poland’s Catholic Church during Solidarność’s negotiations with the Communist regime 
(and, incidentally, Protestant churches during the events leading up to the fall of the Wall 
in East Berlin). Beware the Anti-Imperialist Imperialist in turn draws a connection between 
the Russian Revolution of 1917 (with its severe impact on the Polish nation state, amongst 
others), and the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The phrase is set in ghoulish, horror-film  
lettering against a sweet floral pattern, drawing attention to the fact that both revolutions 
began as anti-imperialist endeavours, evolving into imperialist ones leading to the for-
mation of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact, and the sustained geostrategic impact 
of Iran on the Middle East through funding and support for groups such as Hezbollah in 
Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, the West Bank, and elsewhere, and Shi’ite factions in Iraq.

These banners are like test tubes in which a reaction takes place – or indeed a fer-
mentation process, transforming the two main ingredients into a new aggregate. Which 
brings me to the hypothesis that Slavs and Tatars’ evolution itself represents a kind  
of pickling or fermenting process. Starting out, as they have stated, from the ‘humble 
beginnings of a reading group’, like newly harvested cucumbers or fresh mare’s milk, 
they went into the barrel, i.e. the institutional framework, of the art world. Inside that 
barrel, the cucumbers slowly, gradually, became pickles, the milk fermented and turned 
into kumis, the famous drink of the Mongolians. The collective’s performance-lectures 
are an integral part of that process in the barrel, and openings of the lid – exhibitions – 
allow in further agents, while bacteria trigger the fermentation process, sending a 
taste-enhancing sourness coursing through critical reception and the art market.

Slavs and Tatars group their works into thematic cycles; Pickle Politics, currently unfold-
ing, is the sixth – or seventh, if you count the cycle preceding the first one, which is defined 
as zero. That zero cycle, Regions d’Être, maps the harvesting region; it is a celebration 
of the collective’s very approach, the backbeat to their work, symbolized by the sin-
gular piece of the same title of 2012: a many-coloured set of playground monkey bars 
spelling out its title as the rungs of the rainbow-like arc. The second cycle, Friendship 
of Nations, revolves around the aforementioned Polish-Iranian connection. The first 
cycle, Kidnapping Mountains, is a celebration of the multifaceted Caucasus region. As 
the British historian Peter Frankopan has explained to a wide audience with his ambitious 
book The Silk Roads: A New History of the World (2015), this region could well be con-
sidered the centre of the world between late antiquity and the dawn of modernity, 
because it was in and around the Caucasus – not in Southern or Western Europe – where 
the routes of trade and war between East and West, North and South crossed. Thus a 
key locus of vast empires was formed, from the Khazars of the seventh to ninth centuries 
through the Mongols of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, to the British and  
Russian Empires of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The fifth cycle, Language 
Arts, begun in 2012, constitutes an exploration of the unlikely appearance of the sacred 
and syncretic in what we have learned to associate with secular modernism and cul-
tural innovation: for example, in the Russian poets’ early twentieth-century celebration 
of nonsensical verse, focusing not on the content of words but their phonetic sounds – 
namely in the work of Velimir Khlebnikov, whose discovery of the sound poem predates 
Hugo Ball’s by a full decade. Ironically, that preemptive radical innovation under the 
rubric of Russian futurism was based on looking towards the past and excavating the 
common roots of vowels and words across Russian dialects and other languages, i.e. in 
trying to find the archetypical meaning of recurrent phonemic sounds. Emanating from 
the back of the palate and throat, the ‘khhhhhhh’ sound (as in the Scottish loch, or the 
German Bach) for example may appear to be scratchy and cold, like the static white 
noise of a TV. But like babies falling asleep to that very noise, it is in fact – as Slavs and 
Tatars point out and elaborate on in their book Khhhhhhh (2012) – a sound Khlebnikov 
associated with home and shelter and hospitality, in line with many words across  
Russian, Persian, Hebrew etc. Yet perhaps more decisively, as Khlebnikov pointed out, 
the sound constitutes the very barrier between that shelter and the things it shelters 
from: the entropic forces of nature, including sickness, desire, and death.

As the 2012 dating of the monkey bars piece from Regions d’Être indicates, the cycles 
crucially do not follow neatly upon one another. Rather than successive-progressive 
stages in a Hegelian-Marxist understanding of the dialectical march towards the instan-
tiation of the Weltgeist, these are temporal tectonic plates or planes that rub up against 
each other, layered or folding in on one another, sometimes cracking open, at points 
submerging. Like place, time is out of joint here, migrating across eras and areas, but not 
in terms of a neglect of progress or ideas of enlightenment – why else make the effort 
to excavate ignored or suppressed cultural connections across the usual divides if not 
to enlighten? – but in terms of an acknowledgement, on the contrary, of the negative 
dialectics of politics: for every progress, a backlash; for every discovery, a loss; for every 
realization, something repressed. For every liberty, an enslavement. 

Which is also why Slavs and Tatars do not stop short of addressing the uneasy ele-
ments of their subject matter: if they celebrate the gherkin, it is not to greenwash the 
reactionary sentiments introduced into the dick-shaped vegetable like the stingy smell 
of concentrated vinegar, or worse. The Polish nationalist reading of the gherkin is, of 
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course, primarily a phallic and paternal one, as Slavs and Tatars have unflinchingly made 
clear: with the recent rise of the Law and Justice party in Poland, the gherkin, as they 
remind us, has not least become a symbol of defiance against the supposed tyranny  
of European Union regimentation of food preservation (‘we pickle as we please!’). And, 
as Slavs and Tatars also point out in conversation, for Polish nationalists this dovetails 
nicely with the idea that their nation is virtually built on being the victim of large neigh-
bouring nations (the Prussian, Russian, and Austro-Hungarian empires, then Nazi  
Germany and the Soviet Union). Within this specious line of reasoning, to allow in other 
war victims – such as refugees from the Middle East – would mean relativizing that 
status and accepting that there are others worse off today. Which would also explain 
why soul-searching about the anti-Semitic, forced exodus of Jews from Poland around 
1968 hasn’t really happened on a broader scale, and where it does, it is fiercely opposed 
by right-wing nationalists. 

Victimhood-turned-heroism is objectified as a Polish privilege that brooks no com-
petition on its terrain. Slavs and Tatars are dyed-in-the-wool anti-objectivists. That might 
be surprising, given that they do produce objects that enter the art market. However, 
virtually all of these objects are engrained with a kind of constitutive polymorph per-
versity that rescues them from being pinned down in one way for good. For example, 
regarding the patriotic phallic gherkin (and, as they remind us, mother tongue is ‘father 
tongue’ in Polish, and motherland is ‘fatherland’), they propose the gherkin as breast – but 
again not falling into the trap of the binary choice. ‘Whether in North America, Europe, 
the Middle East or Asia’, they write in reference to the vertical wall banner Hammer and 
Nipple (2016) showing two gherkins, the ends of which are milk-emitting breasts, ‘we’re 
increasingly sour on power. Hammer and Nipple takes aim squarely at the maternal and 
paternal role governments claim to embody. The text reads roughly: “Soured rule, no 
mother’s best / Curd milk oozing from her breast”’. Which again goes to show that for 
Slavs and Tatars, the process of fermentation remains a deeply ambivalent one; what  
in one moment can be tasty and handy (because of the preservation effect) can turn 
rancid and foul. 

Hammer and Nipple was part of Slavs and Tatar’s recent show at Warsaw’s Raster 
Gallery, which they transformed into a pickle bar serving fermented pickle juice. Tradi-
tionally a hangover cure in Eastern Europe, the beverage has been launched as a health 
drink in North America, as they have pointed out, reminding us of the absurd ways in 
which traditional habits and cures can be rebranded within capitalist society as innova-
tive, body-hacking artisanship. Another element of that show entitled Society of Rascals 
(a reference to the Vilnius-based early nineteenth-century literary group which sardon-
ically opposed the Romantics) was Pan Chrzan (2016), a cartoon-like rendition in wool-
len yarn of a two-headed anthropomorphic horseradish. Horseradish – as Slavs and 
Tatars explain – is the vanishing mediator of the pickling process; it adds spice but is 
eventually removed from the brine, and is not directly consumed. The horseradish speaks 
to its own tail, or rather, the rhizomatic creature has two heads on its two upward-bent 
ends. It could be seen as an allegory of what Bruno Latour has tried to champion in  
opposition to the positivist, objectivist nature of not only much hard science, but also 
politics: an understanding of events not simply as unified objects, but as entities that 
are inseparable from their surroundings. In Latour’s reading, catastrophes such as the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2010, for example, are aggregations of a ‘gathering’ of 
factors: a mix of human agency, the processes set into motion by man-made technol-
ogy, as well as natural influences that have helped bring them about. In reference to  

a Heideggerian etymology of the term ‘thing’ (pointing out its relation to the Germanic 
hearth or ‘thing-stead’, a gathering of the free people of the community), Latour and 
others of his ilk intend to move beyond a merely deconstructive critique of objec- 
tivist binarism towards a constructivist proposal of understanding things as the locus 
of subject-object, subject-subject, and object-object relations. Pan Chrzan, the two- 
headed horseradish, seems to perfectly sum up all these different relations, including 
the ambivalence between traditionalism and progressivism, realism and critique. In the 
image of the horseradish, Slavs and Tatars’ pickle politics comes into its own.

That said, in regard to my hypothesis that the group’s oeuvre is itself a kind of pick-
ling process, what would the fully fermented result actually be? As the reading group, 
harvested as fresh produce, enters the cycles of works presented to the art audience in 
exhibitions and lectures and is often ‘contaminated’ with feedback from debate and 
trade, we are reminded that fermentation is precisely what a puritan ethos would  
define as the enemy – bacteria and fungus, drugging, luxury, sexualization, contamina-
tion, doubt, the ‘corruption’ of the body and soul through invasive agents and evasive 
affects – that brings forth the healthy, savoury result. Namely, Slavs and Tatars’ books 
are that preserved result, in which all the ingredients have converged into a unified 
whole. A sort of street food, a takeaway version, a yummy sandwich, or indeed a juicy 
gherkin, in your hand for you to bite into – to peruse and read.

However, the process doesn’t end there. As I’ve pointed out, it’s not only Slavs and 
Tatars that are being ‘infected‘, it’s also me as I delve into their universe. The brine enters 
my digestive system and I start to speak in borrowed tongues. Including English. In the 
first paragraph, I described my thoughts here, in false modesty, as ‘rambling delibera-
tions’. Googling that phrase to make sure such a combination of two words is a correct 
one, the top ten hits I came across include – in this order – a report from the year 2000 
about how a US House of Representatives resolution regarding the 1915 genocide 
against Armenians was purposefully delayed by four hours of ‘rambling deliberations’ –  
by what we have come to know as a filibuster; a 2013 news segment in which the queries 
of a jury in a Philadelphia mob trial are also described as ‘rambling deliberations’; a  
forum discussion about whether Churchill betrayed Poland, with someone claiming that 
Polish ambassador to Nazi Germany Józef Lipski wrote in an official report in 1938, ‘that 
after Hitler’s long rambling deliberations he made a little joke amounting to “don’t  
worry about it, this is beyond your league, Herr Führer”’; a Nintendo game console user 
named Evil-Hamster deliberately rambling about how his heart was broken by the fact 
that Mario Tennis Open will not have an RPG mode (role-playing game mode); a char-
acter in a fan fiction romance entitled The Babysitter Affair also banging on about 
something; and finally someone in the comment section of a blog about human rights 
abuses in Malaysia complaining that the UN Human Rights Council’s ‘rambling deliber-
ations do nothing to obviate the misery of millions around the globe’. The Slavs and 
Tatars bacterium is obviously still at work in my system, and it makes me realize fever-
ishly how one term or phrase or object, seemingly arbitrary or obscure, can open up  
a persuasive perspective onto the entire spectrum of human experience, from cheesy 
pop culture and mystic modernism to historic and current atrocities and the all-too- 
necessary struggle against them.
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Whether microbes or mitochondria dwelling furtively on the skin or 
non-native agents living within us: bacteria comprise one kilogram of 
the average human body. Pickle Politics looks to the practices and 
symbolism of fermentation, constructing a political argument using 
notions of the rotten, the spoiled, and the soured.
 For their 2016 exhibition Afteur Pasteur, slavs and tatars pre-
sented a sour milk bar-cum-sanatorium to reconsider humans’  
relationship with the original foreigner or Other: the microbe.  
Pasteurization represents a watershed moment in modernity, yet  
the history of fermentation – whether kefir in eastern europe, kumis 
across central asia, or ayran in turkey – may present a different,  
less pasteurized account of modernity. Afteur Pasteur visits the sym-
bolism of fermentation and milk to better understand issues within 
our anthropocentric moment – from human exceptionalism (only 
humans drink other species’ milk) to militarization and the migrant 
crisis. Continuing the iconography of this primal fluid, the ‘souring’  
of milk is yet another sign of a system gone rotten. slavs and tatars 
extend this meaning to the rising or fermentation of dubious populism 
and politics. 

PICKLe POLItICs

 ‘afteur Pasteur’, 2016
Installation view at tanya Bonakdar gallery, new York

In 2016, slavs and tatars presented an installation in the form of a 
pickle-juice bar: a centuries-old culinary tradition of pickling, activat-
ed in order to ferment or turn sour romantic conceptions of fatherland 
and power. the title Society of Rascals (towarzystwo szubrawców) 
was drawn from the name of a now-forgotten literary society of  
nineteenth-century Vilnius. slavs and tatars referenced the lowbrow 
‘pavement prose’ of the group, coupled with the cosmopolitan tones 
of its stance on national identity. the pickled juices served by  
the artists – along with provocative lexical gymnastics – are meant  
to suggest an antidote to the pathos of Polish patriotism, while also  
expressing their own acerbic regard for any politics based on the 
oppositional binary of us-versus-them.
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Pan Chrzan, 2016
Woollen yarn, 200 × 300 cm

Ogórek trocki, 2016
Offset print on chromolux gold paper, 68.5 × 48 cm

A transnational root indigenous to Eastern Europe and West-
ern Asia, the horseradish best exemplifies the push and pull, 
the attraction and repulsion necessary to reconsider and move 
beyond the reductive and confrontational thinking of our age. 
Railing against binaries, Pan Chrzan – a two headed anthro-
pomorphic horseradish and mascot of the artist’s new cycle 
of pickle politics – features a tail which speaks to its head, 
perverting the dualism of Enlightenment thinking.
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towarzystwo  
szubrawców

the geographical home of the literary society towa-
rzystwo szubrawców is further proof of the power 
which the edges of an empire and the margins of 
ideologies often exercise on the center. nine-
teenth-century Vilnius in many ways shaped the  
self-image – however aspirational, romantic or ill- 
begotten – of twentieth-century Poland. the sharp- 
tongued satire of the group squarely took aim at  
the solemn leaders of Polish romanticism, such as 
Mickiewicz, who often saw national identity as a  
simple struggle of us versus them, ignoring the very 
cosmopolitan, multi-ethnic, and multi-faith capital  
of present-day Lithuania.

Pickle Juice Bar, 2016  
Installation view at raster gallery, Warsaw

‘This is a grievous sin, this is the profanation  
of a sacred thing – of history. If you felt the 
necessity of venting your spleen on your 
fatherland’s past, what prevented you from 
doing it in your own name? You know, it would 
not have been worse than the way it is now. 
Everybody is well aware that you are a renegade. 
They say that you are even gone over to the 
Mohammedan faith, and I am afraid that it may 
even be true. However you are not completely 
at fault. Perhaps this is simply an organic 
deficiency, I suspect that your mother when 
she was pregnant happened to come across an 
album of drawings by Hogarth. She feasted  
her eyes on them and that is why you now see 
everything in caricature.’ 

adam Mickiewicz to Józef sękowski, a member of  
society of rascals  

Afteur Pasteur (full), 2016, silver gelatine print, 
acrylic paint, 27.2 × 22 cm (framed)

Bacteria and microbes, we are told, are our 
enemies: so many foreign agents against 
whom we erect a liquid wall of hand sanitizer. 
Pickling offers an unlikely way out – a form 
of abahamic hospitality – through an em-
brace of the agents of fermentation. afteur 
Pasteur asks us to reconsider our relationship 
with the Other, via our relationship with the 
original foreigner: the microbe. Fermentol-
ogy today offers a different, affective under-

the trakai cucumber, famed for its high  
sugar content, hails from the city of the  
same name in Lithuania. the specimen was 
brought to the Baltic countries and Poland 
by Crimean Karaites, an anti-rabbinical sect 
of turkic-speaking Jews who first settled  
in the area in the late fourteenth century. 
Having spent more than a millennium living 
amongst majority Muslim populations, the 
Karaites have a remarkably syncretic if  
strict approach to faith: one finds basins for 
ablution outside their kenessas or syna-
gogues; shoes must be removed before  
entering a place of prayer; the faith is passed 
on via patrilineal descent and not matrilin-
eal as other Jews. During Islam’s golden age, 
between the ninth and eleventh centuries, 
Karaites made up roughly 40 % of Jews. In 

Ogórek trockiafter Pasteur

the Crimea, though, Karaites had a particu-
larly malleable approach to their own histo-
ry. In the nineteenth century, abraham  
Firkovich, a Crimean Karaite leader, con- 
vinced the tsar that they had settled in the 
area before the lifetime of Jesus Christ and 
thus were not responsible for his death. In 
1863, the word ‘Jew’ was officially removed 
from documents belonging to members  
of Karaite community, sparing them taxes 
levied on Jews in Imperial russia as well 
granting them the right to live outside the 
Pale, and thus avoid the regular pogroms. 
During the nazi occupation of Crimea, ser-
aya shapshal, their leader, convinced the 
nazis that they were ethnic turks, descend-
ants of the Khazars, and thus they were 
spared the Holocaust. though the Crimean 
Karaites survived two major persecutions  
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
sadly, the cucumber they were renowned 
for cultivating did not. 

standing of modernity than the one suggest-
ed by the enlightenment and ushered in full 
force by Louis Pasteur: one where identity 
is transitional and fluid, and where the past, 
present and future are scrambled. slavs and 
tatars see in pickling a form of preservation 
and activation: while a given matter’s nutri-
tional value is extended, its very nature is 
altered, if not transmogrified. through the 
seemingly anodyne, the artists highlight  
notions such as militarization: pickles were 
given to roman soldiers after battle; while 
kimchi was a concession secured for south 
Korean troops dispatched to fight on the side 
of the us during the Vietnam War.
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 ‘towarzystwo szubrawców’, 2016
Installation view at raster gallery, Warsaw
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Make Mongolia great again, 2016 
Outline map, acrylic paint, 95 × 135 cm

Kwas ist das, 2016 
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm

A fermented drink made from rye, kwas or kvass is a tradi-
tional Slavic and Baltic drink which has of late been promoted 
as an indigenous response to Coca-Cola and other imported 
soft drinks. The line dividing Slavic and Germanic peoples 
has long been a mobile one, shifting east or west as a result 
of wars, treaties, and migrations. Kwas ist das combines the 
two languages in one, offering a linguistic amalgam in lieu of 
conflict, one that essentially amounts to ‘WTF’. 

Coo Coo 4 Kumis, 2016 
Vacuum-formed plastic, acrylic paint, 64 × 91 cm

Made from fermented mare’s milk and found across 
Central Asia, kumis was called milk-champagne and 
even cosmos by the first European travellers to the 
Mongolian steppe. Not only is mare’s milk hard to 
come by, its usage as a cure for mystery illnesses 
further lent the drink a cult status in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries.
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Pavement Prose: Język lata jak łopata, 2016
steel, wood, paint, glass, 124 × 78.5 × 40 cm

Hammer and nipple, 2016 
uV print, PVC, steel, 195 × 70 cm

Soured rule, no mother’s best
Curd milk oozing from her breast
(English translation of Polish verse)
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Milk Champagne, 2016
uV print, PVC, steel, 291 × 382 cm. Installation view at tanya Bonakdar gallery, new York
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#1, 2016 
us army cot, woollen yarn, microphones, steel, 
130 × 215 × 76.5 cm

Bareback, 2016 
us army cot, woollen yarn, 
43 × 199 × 76.5 cm

Microcosmos, 2016 
us army cot, woollen yarn, 
43 × 199 × 82 cm
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Leavened, 2016 
us army cot, woollen yarn,
43 × 199 × 95 cm

Brotha tongue, 2016 
us army cot, woollen yarn,
43 × 199 × 95 cm

Bomb ayran, 2016 
us army cot, woollen yarn, 
43 × 199 × 76.5 cm
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 ‘afteur Pasteur’, 2016  
Installation view at tanya Bonakdar gallery, new York
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